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THE AX, THE SCYTHE, AND THE PEN:
WORK AND LEISURE 
IN THE POETRY OF ROBERT FROST
"by
BRUCE GUERNSEY 
T his  s tud y  i s  composed o f s i x  c h a p te r s  and d e a ls  w ith  
th e  theme o f work and l e i s u r e  i n  R obert F r o s t ' s  p o e t r y .  Work 
i s  b o th  th e  s u b je c t  and th e  d ram atic  c o n te x t  of many o f h i s  
poems and i s  im p o rtan t  to  him f o r  th e  l e i s u r e  i t  p ro v id e s ,  n o t  
i n  and f o r  i t s e l f .  Work and l e i s u r e  i d e a l l y  be long  to g e th e r  
f o r  F r o s t ;  l i k e  th e  e y es ,  th e y  make one i n  s i g h t .  They a re  
th e  rhythm ic b e a t in g  o f  th e  h e a l th y  h e a r t .  L e isu re  i s  no t an 
ex p erien ce  t h a t  excludes work, i n  o th e r  words, n o t  a v a c a t io n  
i n  th e  m ountains o r f a c t o r y  c o f fe e -b re a k ,  b u t  p a r t  of work 
i t s e l f .  I t  i s  a c r e a t iv e  moment and an o p p o r tu n i ty  f o r  v i s io n ,  
f o r  b r in g in g  o rd e r  from chaos.
F r o s t  once s a id  t h a t  b is  t h r e e  f a v o r i t e  t o o l s  were th e  
ax, th e  s c y th e ,  and th e  pen . Each o f th e s e  i s  an in s t ru m e n t  
of c l e a r in g ,  o f th e  lan d  and o f th e  language , and c le a r in g  i s  
an exp erience  F ro s t  c o n t in u a l ly  renews i n  h i s  poems. I t  i s  
h i s  c e n t r a l  m etaphor, as  i t  was, he b e l ie v e d ,  f o r  th e  f i r s t  
s e t t l e r s  i n  New England. P u r i ta n ism  meant " to  p u r i fy "  fo r  
F r o s t ,  and he chose to  be a New E nglander because  he saw in  
th e  rem nants o f  th e  P u r i t a n  experien ce  something o f  h im s e l f .
As the  f i r s t  c o lo n i s t s  c le a re d  th e  land  to  su rv iv e  and to  d r iv e
v i
th e  d e v i l  from th e  w i ld e rn e s s ,  so too  d id  F ro s t  w ish  to  chase 
more p e rs o n a l  d e v i l s  from h i s  mind.
Seeing members of h i s  fam ily  d r iv e n  t o  breakdown and 
s u ic id e ,  th e  p o e t  was haunted  by th e  f e a r  o f  h i s  own madness.
To m a in ta in  h im se lf  em o tio na lly  was h i s  goal i n  l i f e ;  he wished 
to  be a whole man i n  th e  Greek se n se ,  h e a l th y  i n  body and mind. 
The w r i t in g  o f  p o e try  was h i s  way to  em otional s u rv iv a l  much 
as work w ith  an ax o r scy th e  k e p t  him p h y s i c a l ly  i n  shape. The 
poem was a s ta y  a g a in s t  co n fu s io n ,  a l b e i t  a momentary one.
What counted most was th e  w r i t in g  i t s e l f ,  th e  a c tu a l  doing of 
th e  t a s k  w hether on paper  or i n  a f i e l d  c u t t i n g  hay, f o r  i t  
i s  i n  p ro c e s s  t h a t  we f in d  "man th in k in g . "  F r o s t  sh a re s  w ith  
Emerson t h i s  b e l i e f  t h a t  man i s  most a l i v e ,  most f u l l y  human, 
when he c o n t in u a l ly  engages h i s  mind and body i n  th e  e n d le ss  
p u r s u i t  o f  meaning.
F ro s t  does n o t sha re  Em erson 's love  of th e  common 
worker, however. The d a y - la b o re r  does n o t  "see" i n  F r o s t ,  he 
does n o t  " se e k ."  Without language, he la c k s  th e  main to o l  
to  do so . Whether lu g g in g  ro ck s  o r  f u r i o u s l y  sh o v e lin g  d i r t ,  
F r o s t ' s  w orkers a re  e i t h e r  sp e e c h le s s  o r  f r a n t i c  t a l k e r s  and 
d i f f e r  most from th e  p o e t  h im se lf  i n  t h e i r  i n a b i l i t y  to  a r t i c u ­
l a t e  t h e i r  d i s t r e s s .  Whereas F ro s t  a t te m p ts  to  b a la n ce  th e  
c o n t r a d ic t io n s  of r e a l i t y  th rough  language and ho ld  them a t  bay, 
h i s  sp e e c h le s s  l a b o r e r s  a re  overwhelmed by them.
F r o s t ' s  d i s t a n c in g  h im se lf  from " the  peop le"  l e d  to  
t r o u b le  f o r  him w ith  th e  s o c i a l l y  minded c r i t i c s  o f th e  
t h i r t i e s .  In  A F u r th e r  Range e s p e c i a l l y  F ro s t  d i s t in g u i s h e d  
h im se lf  from w r i t e r s  l i k e  C arl Sandburg by r e s i s t i n g  th e
v i i
c o rp o ra te  movements o f h i s  t im e s .  But such r e s i s t a n c e  had i t s  
em otional c o s t .  R aised  by a m other who B e liev e d  t h a t  o n e 's  
h ig h e s t  c a l l i n g  was love  f o r  "dea r  h u m an ity ," F r o s t  w re s t le d  
w ith  th e  q u e s t io n  o f  h i s  p ro p e r  r o l e  as  p o e t  i n  an o u t-o f-w o rk  
and unhappy w orld . S e l f i s h  and y e t  n o t  w anting  to  h e ,  he was 
nagged hy g u i l t  much of h i s  l i f e ,  a g u i l t  suggested  perh ap s  hy 
th e  p r i v a t e  and t o r t u r e d  poems i n  th e  m iddle  o f  h i s  seem ingly 
most p u b l ic  book, A F u r th e r  Range.
F r o s t ' s  f a v o r i t e  t o o l s  a re  ones o f  s o l i t a r y  work. They 
a re  p a r t  o f th e  hack c o u n try ,  n o t  o f  th e  f a c t o r y  u n io n .  His 
i n t e r e s t  as  a p o e t  i s  w ith  th e  i s o l a t e d  man who works n o t  f o r  
s o c ie ty  h u t  f o r  h im s e l f ,  who s t r u g g le s  n o t  w ith  th e  w orld  a t  
l a rg e  h u t  w ith  th e  v o ic e s  i n s id e  him t h a t  w i l l  no t l e t  him r e s t .  
F r o s t ' s  p la c e  i n  America i s  th u s  i n  th e  t r a d i t i o n  o f Hawthorne 
and Brown, and he i s  a " t e r r i f y i n g  p o e t , "  i n  L io ne l  T r i l l i n g ' s  
words, because  he f o r c e s  us  to  " f r o n t"  r e a l i t y ,  n o t  ru n  from 
i t .  To win a t  th e  r u t h l e s s  game o f  l i f e  meant to  do f o r  F r o s t ,  
f o r  n a tu r e  i s  always i n  h i s  v i s i o n  knocking our b e s t  fen c es  
down. F ind ing  meaning and joy  i n  th e  v e ry  t a s k  o f  remaking 
i s  h i s  "o b je c t  i n  l i v i n g . "
FREFACE
Yes. Work— t h a t ' s  th e  c h ie f  th in g  i n  l i f e .
I  never  was an iv o ry - to w e r  s c h o la r ;  I  always 
l ik e d  th e  s o i l .  And t h e r e  was a tim e I  made 
my l i v i n g  working on a farm , fly f a v o r i t e ,  
t o o l s  a re  th e  ax, th e  scy th e  and th e  pen .
Though term ed a "slugabed" by  h i s  o f f i c i a l  b io g ra p h e r ,  
Lawrence Thompson, and a n o to r io u s ly  la z y  fa rm er d u r in g  h i s  
p o u l t r y  r a i s i n g  days in  D erry , New Hampshire, R obert E ro s t  
wrote poems t h a t  o f t e n  d e a l  w ith  work i t s e l f . .  F re q u e n t ly ,  he 
w i l l  s e t  h i s  poems i n  f i e l d s  and o rcha rds  as he c u t s  hay o r  
p ic k s  f r u i t ,  o r  w i l l  p r e s e n t  h im s e l f  r e s t i n g  from or r e tu r n in g  
to  h i s  l a b o r s .  In  o th e r  poems F ro s t  g iv e s  us  c h a r a c t e r s  who 
a re  caugh t up i n  th e  w orld o f work and who have t h e i r  i d e n t i t i e s  
e i t h e r  confirm ed o r  d e s tro y e d  by what th e y  do o r  t h e i r  spouses 
do. In  s t i l l  o th e r s  F ro s t  p r e s e n t s  i n  d ram a tic  a n d /o r  d i d a c t i c  
ways c o n t r a s t in g  a t t i t u d e s  toward work and l e i s u r e  betw een him 
and h i s  c h a r a c t e r s .  The purpose  o f  t h i s  d i s s e r t a t i o n  i s  to  
examine f u l l y  th e  r o l e  work, and l e i s u r e ,  p la y  i n  R obert F r o s t ' s  
p o e try .
Tn F ro s t  we f in d  th e  m eeting of two opposed t r a d i t i o n s ,  
th e  Greek and th e  Yankee. A s e l f - t a u g h t  c l a s s i c i s t ,  th e  p o e t  
much admired th e  Greek n o t io n  o f  " the  good l i f e "  and th e  v a lu e  
th e  Greeks p la c e d  on l e i s u r e  and p a r t i c u l a r  k in d s  of work. In  
c o n t r a s t ,  th e  Yankee d i s p o s i t i o n ,  shaped by th e  P u r i t a n  c u l tu r e
^F. D. Reeve, Robert F ro s t  i n  R uss ia  (B oston , 1963), 
p .  42-43 .
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and th e  long  w in te r s  of New England, te n d s  t o  s t r e s s  th e  v a lu e  
of a l l  work. A c o n s id e r a t io n  of d o th  c l a s s i c a l  and r e g io n a l  
in f lu e n c e s  on th e  p o e t  in  te rm s of th e  work theme w i l l  "be ta k e n  
up e a r ly  i n  t h i s  s tu d y .
F ro s t  was a ls o  in f lu e n c e d  hy th e  T r a n s c e n d e n t a l i s t s , 
Emerson and Thoreau e s p e c i a l l y ,  b o th  of whom had v e ry  d e f i n i t e  
id e a s  about th e  r o l e  of work and l e i s u r e  i n  a m an 's  l i f e .
F ro s t  c i t e d  Em erson 's  Essays and Walden among h i s  t e n  f a v o r i t e
books to g e th e r  w ith  Robinson Crusoe which he l in k e d  w ith  Walden
as examples of m an 's  a b i l i t y  " to  make snug i n  th e  l i m i t l e s s . "
For F r o s t ,  th e  most im p o rtan t  work a man has i s  the  a c t  o f 
s u rv iv a l  i t s e l f ,  b o th  p h y s ic a l  and em otional s u r v i v a l ,  f o r  
which he must c o n t in u a l ly  b u i ld  and r e b u i l d  w a l ls  a s  Robinson 
Crusoe does .
P o e try  i t s e l f  was F r o s t ' s  f i n a l  s t a y  a g a in s t  th e  con­
fu s io n  he f e l t  around him a l l  h i s  l i f e ,  e s p e c i a l l y  h i s  fa m ily  
l i f e .  Language in  form enab led  him to  s ta n d  s t i l l  t e m p o r a r i ly  
" in  th e  ru sh  of th in g s  to  w a s te ."  S ince he a s s o c ia t e d  th e  ax 
and sc y th e  w ith  th e  pen , we should  ask i n  what way th e  pen  was 
a t o o l  f o r  him and, im p o r ta n t ly ,  i f  work i t s e l f  he lp ed  de te rm ine  
what t h a t  pen  w ro te .  In  o th e r  words, d id  F ro s t  d e r iv e  an 
a e s t h e t i c  from farm and f a c t o r y  work; d id  work i t s e l f  in f lu e n c e  
h i s  v e ry  language? We should  c o n s id e r  too  in  what way l e i s u r e  
in f lu e n c e s  language , f o r ,  as we s h a l l  s e e ,  th e  overworked 
c h a r a c te r s  i n  F r o s t ' s  v e rs e  a re  c u r io u s ly  s p e e c h le s s .  I s  work 
always b e n e f i c i a l ,  th e n ,  i n  F ro s t?  I s  i t  " th e  c h ie f  th in g  i n  
l i f e " ?  N ight i t  n o t  a ls o  be d e s t r u c t iv e  and b o th  a cause  and 
an i n d i c a t i o n  of em otional breakdown?
x
The w o rk - le i s u re  theme le a d s  us as  w e ll  i n to  p o l i t i c a l  
and moral q u e s t io n s .  Do men work to g e th e r  o r  a p a r t ,  th e  
i s s u e  F ro s t  r a i s e s  i n  "The T u ft  o f F lowers"? Does work jo in  
men as one o r  s e p a ra te  them? In  A F u r th e r  Range of 1936 F ro s t  
asks u s  to  c o n s id e r  th e  v a lu e  o f  U topian  s o c i a l  movements.
The 1 9 3 0 's  were y e a r s  of in te n s e  la h o r  a c t i v i t y ,  and th e  common 
assum ption was t h a t  un io ns  were good and v a lu a b le .  With poems 
such a s  "The Lone S t r ik e r "  and "Departm ental"  F ro s t  c h a l le n g e s  
t h i s  g e n e r a l ly  h e ld  n o t io n ,  and h i s  re v ie w e rs  on th e  L e f t  
ch a llen g ed  him. The 1936 c o l l e c t i o n ,  however, i s  F r o s t ' s  most 
complex book. I t  does n o t  by any means r e p r e s e n t  a s im ple  
r e j e c t i o n  o f s o c ia l  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  on F r o s t ' s  p a r t  b u t  a deep ly  
worrisome one. L o n e lin e ss  and g u i l t  a re  a t  th e  h e a r t  of A 
F u r th e r  Range, and we s h a l l  i n v e s t i g a t e  th o ro u g h ly  th e  p o e t ' s  
a t t i t u d e  toward th e  common worker and p o e t r y ' s  r o l e  f o r  F ro s t  
in  an ou t-o f-w ork  w orld .
General c r i t i c i s m  of F ro s t  has moved th rou gh  two 
od i s t i n c t  p h a ses ,  t h a t  o f  r e c o g n i t io n  o f  him as  indeed  a p o e t  
worth re a d in g  (see  R ichard  T h o rn to n 's  R eco g n itio n  o f  Robert 
F r o s t ,  1938, and Thompson's F i r e  and I c e , 194-2) and t h a t  o f 
accep tance  of him a s  a poe t  d e se rv in g  th e  same p a t i e n t  a t t e n t i o n  
as Y eats or E l i o t ,  Wordsworth o r  Emerson (se e  George R i t c h i e ' s  
Human Values i n  th e  P o e try  of Robert F r o s t , I960 , and Reuben
p
See James M. Cox, R obert F r o s t :  A C o l le c t io n  o f
C r i t i c a l  Essays (Englewood C l i f f s ,  1962), pp . 1-15; Donald J .  
G re in e r ,  Robert F r o s t :  The Poet and h i s  C r i t i c s  (Chicago,
1974-). Cox g iv es  a g e n e ra l  e s t im a te  o f  F r o s t ' s  c r i t i c a l  
r e c e p t io n  and G re in e r  a s p e c i f i c  l i s t i n g  of books and a r t i c l e s .  
G r e in e r 's  work i s  in v a lu a b le  to  any s e r io u s  s tu d e n t  o f  F r o s t .
B row er 's  C o n s te l l a t io n s  o f  I n t e n t i o n , 1963). The d i r e c t i o n  
of F ro s t  c r i t i c i s m  now i s  to  u n d e rs tan d  th e  poems th em se lves ,  
f o r  what th e y  have to  say on t h e i r  own and n o t  i n  comparison 
w ith  o th e r  p o e t s .  Whereas th e  work of Y eats  o r  E l i o t  has 
demanded c lo s e  s c r u t in y ,  F r o s t ' s  poems have been r e a d i l y  
accep ted  as simple and s t r a ig h t fo r w a rd ;  th e  poems, seem ingly , 
have n o t  needed c lo s e  s tu d y  and, in  g e n e ra l ,  have n o t  r e c e iv e d  
i t .  In f a c t ,  u n t i l  John L ynen 's  hook i n  I960 , The P a s to r a l  
A rt of Robert F r o s t , and R ichard  P o i r i e r ' s  1977 s tu d y , Robert 
F ro s t :  The Work o f  Knowing, t h e r e  had been  no extended s tudy
based  on a s e r i e s  o f a n a ly se s  o f  in d iv id u a l  poems.
No re a d in g  of th e  poems can now be com ple te , however, 
w ith o u t some c o n s id e r a t io n  of th e  newly completed b iog raphy .
A v e ry  d i f f e r e n t  man appea rs  in  th e  Thompson volumes th a n  had 
p re v io u s ly  been known, and th e  da rk  f a c t s  o f  F r o s t ' s  l i f e  as 
w e ll  as  th e  more happy w i l l  i n e v i t a b l y  e n te r  in to  any f u tu r e  
s tudy  o f  th e  p o e t ,  and r i g h t l y  so . ( P o i r i e r ' s  r e c e n t  book i s  
a good example.) A ccord ing ly , t h i s  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  w i l l  use 
th e  b iog raphy  where a p p ro p r ia te  f o r  a f u r t h e r  u n d e rs tan d in g  of 
th e  poems. Our fo c u s ,  however, w i l l  always be on th e  poems 
th em se lv es .  We w i l l  p roceed , i n  o th e r  words, in  L ynen 's  and 
P o i r i e r ' s  way, from th e  work. The comparisons we s h a l l  make 
w i l l  be l a r g e ly  from w i th in ,  from how one F r o s t  poem o r  
group o f poems compares w ith  a n o th e r .  F i n a l l y ,  we s h a l l  seek 
to  e s t a b l i s h ,  as Lynen does e s p e c i a l l y ,  w ith  h i s  p a s t o r a l  
approach, a way in to  F r o s t ' s  p o e t r y ,  a f r e s h  b a s i s  f o r  re a d in g  
him. The work theme occurs  and re o c c u rs  so o f t e n  in  th e  poems 
t h a t  we must ask what F r o s t ' s  a t t i t u d e  i s  toward i t .  Why i s
x i i
i
he or one o f  h i s  c h a r a c te r s  n e a r ly  always working, r e s t i n g  
from work, o r  t a l k i n g  about i t ?  The g o a l  i s  to  answer t h i s  
q u e s t io n ,  to  see what work means in  th e  poems f o r  th e  purpose 
of u n d e rs tan d in g  th e  v i s i o n  of R obert F r o s t .
CHAPTER I
CLEANING THE SPRING
"The P a s tu re "  i s  R obert F r o s t ' s  e p ig rap h  to  h i s  
c o l l e c t e d  works. Set a p a r t  hy type  fa c e  and p o s i t i o n ,  i t  was 
th e  p o e t ' s  own cho ice  f o r  a way to  b e g in ,  a way i n to  h i s
p o e t ry  as a w h o le .1 I t  i s ,  as Reuben Brower su g g e s ts ,  a poem
2of " m u lt ip le  i n t e n t i o n s , "  too  o f t e n  p assed  over as a s l i g h t  
l y r i c  o f  th e  s e n t im e n ta l  v a r i e t y  t h a t  made th e  p o e t  p o p u la r  
w ith  women's c lu b s  and lo c a l  l i t e r a r y  s o c i e t i e s .  Any study  
of F r o s t ' s  p o e t r y  should  b e g in  w ith  "The P a s t u r e , "  w ith  th e  
p o e t ' s  own b e g in n in g .  What i_s im po rtan t  about th e  poem, what 
i s s u e s  c e n t r a l  t o  F r o s t ' s  work does i t  r a i s e ?
Though p ro b ab ly  w r i t t e n  i n  England i n  1913, "The 
P a s tu re "  i s  an a c t  of memory, th e  r e c o l l e c t i o n  o f  "moments of 
lovemaking a t  D e r r y , a  love  poem t h a t  F r o s t  b o a s te d  t o  be 
"new i n  t re a tm e n t  and e f f e c t .  You w o n 't  f i n d  any th in g  in  th e  
whole range o f  E n g lish  p o e t r y  j u s t  l i k e  t h a t . "  The po e t  as 
farm worker ad d re sses  h i s  lo v e r  (and by v i r t u e  of th e  poem 's 
opening p o s i t i o n ,  th e  r e a d e r )  i n  an am iable , c o n v e rs a t io n a l  way,
l u The P a s tu re "  d id  n o t  appear i n  A B oy 's W i l l , a lth o u g h  
i t  was w r i t t e n  b e fo re  p u b l i c a t i o n  o f  t h a t  book. I t  d id  p re fa c e  
North o f  B oston , however, and a l l  l a t e r  e d i t i o n s  o f F r o s t ' s  
c o l l e c t e d  poems.
pReuben Brower, The P o e try  o f  Robert F ro s t :  C o n s te l­
l a t i o n s  o f  I n t e n t io n  (New York, 1963), p . 11.
vLawrence Thompson, Robert F r o s t :  The E a r ly  Years
(New York, 1966), p . 311.
^The E a r ly  Y ears , p . 561.
1
2ask ing  h e r  to  j o in  him i n  h i s  t a s k s  o f c le a n in g  th e  sp r in g  
and f e tc h in g  th e  c a l f :
The P a s tu re
I'm  go ing  ou t to  c le a n  th e  p a s tu r e  sp r in g ;
I ' l l  o n ly  s top  t o  rak e  th e  le a v e s  away 
(And w a it  to  watch th e  w a te r  c l e a r ,  I  may):
I  s h a n ' t  he gone lo n g .—You come to o .
I 'm  going out to  f e t c h  th e  l i t t l e  c a l f  
T h a t 's  s ta n d in g  by th e  m other. I t ' s  so young 
I t  t o t t e r s  when she l i c k s  i t  w i th  her,-tongue.
I  s h a n ' t  be gone l o n g .—You come to o .
The poem l i n k s  t h r e e  c e n t r a l  themes i n  P r o s t ' s  p o e t ry :
work, l e i s u r e ,  and lo v e .  He i s  "going out" t o  perform  h i s
ch o re s ,  th e  assum ption  b e in g  t h a t  he i s  c u r r e n t l y  in ;  t h a t  i s ,  
th e  work he i s  about to  do i s  an o u ts id e  t h in g ,  som ething having  
to  do w ith  th e  n a t u r a l  w orld . In  ask in g  h i s  lo v e r - r e a d e r  t o  
j o in  him, th e  p o e t  i s  a sk in g  t h a t  we h e lp  him i n ,  o r  a t  l e a s t  
be w i tn e s s  t o ,  what he i s  about t o  do. But th e  "help"  he asks-
of us does n o t  su g g es t  a burden  we a re  t o  b e a r  n o r  a re  we
be in g  sw indled  in  a Tom S aw yer-like  way i n to  doing som ething 
we do n o t  want to  do. Work h e re  i s  p l e a s u r a b le  and n a t u r a l ,  
no t  a t a s k  to  be d readed . The c le a n in g  of th e  s p r in g  i s  a 
c l a r i f y i n g  p ro c e s s  as th e  p a r e n t h e t i c a l  t h i r d  l i n e  su g g e s ts ,  
a way o f s e e in g  to  th e  bottom  o f  th e  w a te r ;  and th e  f e t c h in g  
of th e  c a l f  i s  o b v io u s ly  a l i f e - s u s t a i n i n g  a c t  of p r o t e c t i o n  
as we h e lp  him b r in g  th e  c a l f  t o  i t s  new e n c lo s u re .  We a r e ,  
i n  s h o r t ,  jo in in g  i n  two jo b s  h e re  t h a t  a re  f u l f i l l i n g  ones,
^The P o e t ry  of R obert F r o s t , ed . by Edward Connery 
Lathem (Hew York, 1969). p .  1. U nless  o th e rw ise  i n d ic a t e d ,  
a l l  subsequent q u o ta t io n s  from th e  poems a re  from t h i s  
e d i t i o n .
h a rd ly  th o se  o f th e  mechanized r o u t in e  o f  th e  modern f a c to r y  
worker o r  common day l a b o r e r .
I t  i s  im p o rtan t  to  n o te  t h a t  th e  two o u ts id e  jo bs  a r e ,  
as i t  were, i n  th e  f u t u r e .  What th e  p o e t  i s  going to  do and 
h i s  hope f o r  our company and t h a t  o f h i s  lo v e r  a re  y e t  t o  be 
s a t i s f i e d .  The q u e s t io n  i s ,  where i s  he "now" in  th e  poem 's 
p r e s e n t  and what i s  he doing? He i s ,  i t  seems, a t  r e s t ,  a t  a 
moment o f  l e i s u r e ,  about to  b e g in  work a g a in .  But, u n l ik e  
many of u s  f o r  whom th e  tho ugh t o f  r e t u r n  t o  work i s  anathema, 
F ro s t  has  no d read  h e re ,  and, i n  f a c t ,  a s  h i s  to n e  su g g e s ts ,  
lo oks  fo rw ard  to  doing what he has t o  do. The b reak  betw een 
work and l e i s u r e  i n  th e  poem i s  n o t  one c h a r a c te r i z e d  by 
dread  o r  e x h a u s t io n ,  and h i s  r e q u e s t  f o r  company i s  n o t  made 
out of f e a r  o r  need b u t  s im ply  out of th e  b e l i e f  t h a t  we a ls o  
may f in d  joy  i n  th e  t a s k .  The "You come too" r e f r a i n  of th e  
f o u r th  and e ig h th  l i n e s  i s  n o t  meant as an im p e ra t iv e  demand. 
I n s te a d ,  he i s  say in g ,  " Jo in  me, w o n 't  you ,"  ask ing  th e  r e a d e r  
to  be h i s  jo y fu l  he lpm ate .
In  e sse n ce ,  what we have in  "The P a s tu re "  i s  a sense 
of rhy thm ic  a l t e r n a t i o n  between work and l e i s u r e .  Though one 
i s  p o s s ib l e  w ith o u t  th e  o th e r ,  th e  tone  h e re  im p lie s  th e  i n t e r ­
dependence of th e  two w ith o u t which, as we w i l l  c l e a r l y  see 
i n  o th e r  poems, b o th  p h y s ic a l  and em otional h e a l th  a re  no t 
p o s s ib l e .  Like th e  s y s t o l i c / d i a s t o l i c  b e a t in g s  o f  th e  h e a r t  
or th e  a l t e r n a t i n g  s t r e s s e s  of an iambic l i n e  ( th e  on ly  m eter  
p o s s ib l e ,  F ro s t  b e l i e v e d ) ,  work and l e i s u r e  combine i n  t h e i r  
own k ind  of rhythm ic way to  make an i n d iv id u a l  whole, j u s t  as 
th e  poe t he re  must be w ith  h i s  lo v e r  t o  make h i s  l i f e  com plete .
This rhythm of work and l e i s u r e  p ro v id e s  a f r e s h
p e r s p e c t iv e  t o  th e  famous and o v e r ly  e x p l ic a te d  "S topping
hy Woods on a Snowy E vening ,"  a poem t h a t  b e g in s ,  much as
"The P a s tu re "  does , w ith  th e  p o e t  a t  r e s t ,  about to  b e g in  in
t h i s  case  th e  chore  o f  keep ing  u n s p e c i f i e d  p ro m ises .  In  f a c t ,
th e  e n t i r e  poem might be c o n s id e re d  a l e i s u r e  moment, th e  need
of r e tu r n in g  to  work, though nev er  t h r e a te n in g ,  always t h e r e .
Stopping By Woods on a Snowy Evening
Whose woods th e s e  a re  I  t h in k  I  know.
His house i s  i n  th e  v i l l a g e ,  though;
He w i l l  n o t  see me s to p p in g  here  
To watch h i s  woods f i l l  up w ith  snow.
My l i t t l e  h o rse  must th in k  i t  queer 
To s to p  w itho u t a farmhouse n ear  
Between th e  woods and f ro z e n  la k e  
The d a rk e s t  evening of th e  y e a r .
He g iv es  h i s  h a rn e ss  b e l l s  a shake 
To ask i f  t h e r e  i s  some m is ta k e .
The on ly  o th e r  sound ' s th e  sweep 
Of easy  wind and downy f l a k e .
The woods a re  lo v e ly ,  d a rk ,  and deep,
But I  have p rom ises  to  keep ,
And m ile s  to  go b e fo re  I  s l e e p ,
And m ile s  to  go b e fo re  I  s l e e p .
The l y r i c  p r e s e n t s  two w o rld s ,  t h a t  o f  th e  workaday 
v i l l a g e  and t h a t  of th e  woods, " lo v e ly ,  d a rk , and deep ,"  
whose owner, a p r a c t i c a l  man i t  seems, no t w anting to  d r iv e  
th rough  snow to  g e t  to  work, l i v e s  i n  town. The p o e t  i s  a 
m an-in-betw een, m ed ia ting  between th e  busy  v i l l a g e  and th e  
s le ep y  f o r e s t ,  ab le  t o  move e a s i l y  between work and r e s t ,  
p r a c t i c a l i t y  and dream. Though p ro v o c a t iv e ,  th e  many d a rk e r  
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  o f t h i s  poem as F r o s t ' s  d e a th  w ish  seem too  
severe  and t e r r i b l y  f i n a l ,  o v e r s t r e s s in g  as th e y  do th e  a c t
5of s to p p in g  and th e  woods them se lves  as t o t a l  e s c a p e . ^ We
would do th e  r e s t f u l  tone  o f  th e  poem more j u s t i c e  i f  we were
to  see th e  s to p p in g  as p a r t  o f  a n a t u r a l  p r o c e s s ,  t h a t
d i a s t o l i c  phase  of th e  h e a r t  b e fo re  th e  thumping work o f  the
nex t b e a t .  In  s h o r t ,  th e  p o e t  s to p s  f o r  a needed moment of
l e i s u r e  b e fo re  h i s  r e t u r n  t o  th e  working w orld  of th e  v i l l a g e ,
i t s  lan d  b a ron s  and draw h o r s e s .
But th e  p o e t  i s  n e i t h e r  b a ro n  n o r  h o rse ;  he a lon e  i n
th e  poem sees  th e  woods as " lo v e ly " —to  th e  h o rse  th e y  a re
out o f  p a t t e r n ,  t o  th e  owner, ou t o f town. For th e  sp eak er ,
however, a b le  to  b a la n c e  h i s  l i f e  betw een s le e p in g  and waking,
l e i s u r e  and ch o re , th e y  a re  a s t a y  a g a in s t  th e  c o n fu s io n  o f
d a y -to -d a y  l i f e ,  a r e t r e a t .  But j u s t  a s  he re c o g n iz e s  th e
need f o r  such a r e t r e a t ,  he r e a l i z e s  as w e ll  th e  u rgency  o f
r e t u r n ,  as th e  f i n a l  q u a t r a in  makes c l e a r .  Thus, th e  poem i n  .
7t h i s  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  i s  a s ta te m e n t  o f h e a l t h  no t  s u i c i d e . '
I t  i s  th e  h e a l th y  h e a r t  t h a t  b e a t s  and pau ses  and th e  h e a l th y  
l i f e  t h a t  i s  ru le d  by c o n c e n t r a t io n  b a lanced  by r e l a x a t i o n ,
See J .  McBride Dabbs, "Robert F ro s t  and th e  Dark Woods," 
Yale Review (March, 1934), pp . 514-520; John C i a r d i ? "Robert 
F r o s t : The Way to  th e  Poem," D ialogues w ith  an Audience
( P h i la d e lp h ia ,  1963), pp . 147-157; Barry  D. B o rt ,  ’’F ro s t  and 
th e  Deeper V is io n ,"  Midwest Q u a r te r ly  (Autumn, 1963), pp . 59- 
67; Lloyd N. Dendinger, "The I r r a t i o n a l  Appeal o f  F r o s t ' s  Dark 
Deep Woods, Sou thern  Review (O ctober, 1966), pp . 822-829.
For a re a d in g  t h a t  su g g e s ts  a l e s s  dark  a sp e c t  t o  th e  
woods see John T. O g i lv ie ,  "From Woods to  S ta r s :  A P a t t e r n  o f
Imagery i n  Robert F r o s t ' s  P o e t ry ,"  South A t l a n t i c  Q u a r te r ly  
(W inter, 1959), PP- 64-76 .
"^Thompson draws a s i m i l a r  c o n c lu s io n  in  The E a r ly  
Y ears : "The poem makes more sense  i f  ta k e n  as an e x p re s s io n
of a mood i n  which th e  d e a th -w ish  i s  answered and r e j e c te d "
(p . 548).
6no t s o l e ly  "by th e  d r iv e  fo rw ard . As Dr. A lexander Eeid 
M artin  makes c l e a r  i n  h i s  p e r s u a s iv e  e ssa y ,  " S e l f -A l ie n a t io n  
and th e  Loss o f  L e i s u r e ,"  " In  th e  c r e a t i v e  c y c le  work and 
l e i s u r e  complement each o th e r .  C re a t iv e  growth depends upon 
th e  m ain ta in an ce  of t h i s  c y c le .  I t  i s  n o t  ach ieved  th rough
g
l e i s u r e  a lo n e ,  h u t  i s  im p o ss ib le  w ith o u t  i t . "
The w o rk -1 e isu re  c y c le  we have seen  in  th e  above, 
well-known poems and th e  lo c a le s  o f b o th  su g g e s t  th e  Eden 
theme i n  F r o s t ' s  p o e t r y .  Though a much d is c u s se d  t o p ic  i n  
F ro s t  c r i t ic ism ," ^  th e  i s s u e  of Edenic imagery has n o t  been  
r e l a t e d  to  th e  work theme, and work, a f t e r  a l l ,  was Adam's 
cu rse  f o r  e a t in g  th e  app le  w ith  Eve:
And to  Adam he s a id ,
"Because you have l i s t e n e d  to  th e  v o ic e  o f your w ife ,  
and have e a te n  o f th e  t r e e  
of which I  commanded you,
'You s h a l l  n o t  e a t  of i t , '
cu rsed  i s  th e  ground because  of you;
in  t o i l  you s h a l l  e a t  o f  i t  a l l  th e  days o f  your l i f e  
th o rn s  and t h i s t l e s  i t  s h a l l  b r in g  f o r t h  to  you; 
and you s h a l l  e a t  o f  th e  p l a n t s  o f th e  f i e l d .
In  th e  sweat o f  your f a c e  
you s h a l l  e a t  b read  
t i l l  you r e t u r n  t o  th e  ground, 
f o r  out o f  i t  you were tak en ;  
you a re  d u s t ,
and to  d u s t  you s h a l l  r e t u r n . "
Q
A lexander Eeid M artin ,  " S e l f - A l ie n a t io n  and th e  Loss 
o f L e i s u r e ,"  The American Jo u rn a l  o f  P s y c h o a n a ly s is ,  XXI, no.
7 (1961), p .  T5T.
^N egative c r i t i c i s m  of F r o s t  has o f t e n  r e f e r r e d  to  
h i s  ap p a ren t y e a rn in g  f o r  Eden, h i s  seeming d e s i r e  to  run  
away from r e a l i t y .  See e s p e c i a l l y 1 Iv o r  W in te rs ,  "Eobert F r o s t :  
Or, th e  S p i r i t u a l  D r i f t e r  a s  Poet"  in  Cox, pp . 58-82; George 
W. M itch ie ,  Human Values i n  th e  P o e t ry  o f E obert  F r o s t  (Durham, 
I960); I sa d o re  T raschen , "E obert F r o s t :  Some D iv is io n s  i n  th e
Whole Man," Yale Eeview (O ctober, 1965), pp . 57-70.
7The s o i l ,  work, and even app les  them se lves  a re  l in k e d
ag a in  and a g a in  hy  F ro s t  i n  v a ry in g  ways: from th e  comic
"Cow a t  Apple Time" to  th e  m e d i ta t iv e  "A fte r  Apple P ic k in g ."
His i s  a p o s t-E d en ic  w orld ; our f a l l  i s  th e  p rem ise  he a c c e p ts ,
th e  h a s i s  o f  h i s  v i s i o n  o f  man. " 'Y es ,  I  suppose I  am a
P u r i ta n ,"^ ®  he s a id  to  h i s  f r i e n d  John F a r r a r ,  and th e  P u r i t a n
sense  of m an 's l i m i t a t i o n s  as a r e s u l t  o f  h i s  f a l l  i s  c r u c i a l
to  an u n d e rs tan d in g  o f  F r o s t .  Too o f te n  c r i t i c s  of th e  p o e t
have co n s id e red  F ro s t  as e s c a p i s t ,  h i s  poems a n o s t a lg i c
y e a rn in g  f o r  a s im p l i f i e d  w orld , h i s  p o r t r a i t  o f  New England
th e  F o re s t  of Arden. Malcolm Cowley's comments a re  t y p i c a l :
. . .  he / F r o s t 7  i s  r a t h e r  a p o e t  who c e l e b r a te s  
th e  d im in ished  bu t p ro sp e ro u s  and s e l f - r e s p e c t i n g  
New England of th e  t o u r i s t  home and th e  a n t iq u e  
shop i n  th e  abandoned g r i s t m i l l .  And th e  p r a i s e  
heaped on F ro s t  i n  r e c e n t  y e a r s  i s  somehow con­
n e c ted  in  o n e 's  mind w ith  th e  se a rc h  f o r  a n c e s to r s  
and a u th e n t ic  o ld  f u r n i t u r e .  You imagine a 
s a l tb o x  c o t ta g e  r e s t o r e d  to  i t s  o r i g in a l  l i n e s ;  
o u ts id e  i t  a wellsweep p re se rv e d  f o r  i t s  p ic tu re s q u e  
q u a l i t y ,  even though t h e r e  i s  a lso  an e l e c t r i c  
pump; a t  th e  doorway a coach lamp w ired and 
p o l is h e d ;  in s id e  th e  house a s e t  of H itchcock 
c h a i r s ,  a Salem ro c k e r ,  w illow-ware p l a t e s  and 
Sandwich g l a s s ;  and, on th e  t i p - t o p  t a b l e ,  c a re ­
f u l l y  d u s te d ,  a f i r s t  e d i t i o n  o f  R obert F r o s t . 11
To rea d  F r o s t ' s  poems a s  Edenic y e a rn in g s  i s  t o  m isread  
them b a d ly .  The abundance o f  work poems i t s e l f  su g g e s ts  a 
p o s t l a p s a r i a n , h a rd ly  sanguine  v i s io n .  As we s h a l l  see i n  
l a t e r  c h a p te r s  of t h i s  s tudy , F r o s t ' s  c h a r a c te r s  l i v e  by  th e  
sweat of t h e i r  brows, f i g h t i n g  to  shape t h e i r  l i v e s  out of th e
^Thompson, Robert F r o s t :  The Years of Triumph (New
York, 1970), P- 230.
■^Malcolm Cowley, "The Case A gainst Mr. F ro s t"  in  
Cox, p .  4-5.
8d u s t  th e y  have come from, i n  f e a r  o f th e  d u s t  th e y  w i l l  r e t u r n
t o .  Our immediate co ncern , however, i s  no t w i th  how p a r t i c u l a r
c h a r a c te r s  su rv iv e  o r  a re  d e s t ro y e d  hy t h e i r  work h u t  w ith
F r o s t ' s  a t t i t u d e  tow ard work i t s e l f .  I s  work indeed  m an 's
c u rse  o r  h i s  b l e s s in g  i n  d is g u is e ?  What rew ards does work
ho ld  f o r  u s ;  a re  th e r e  any a t  a l l ?
One of th e  more famous work scenes i n  F r o s t ' s  p o e t r y
occurs  t h a t  morning when th e  p o e t ,  p i t c h f o r k  i n  hand, s e t s
out to  t u r n  th e  newly c u t  hay in  th e  sun. O r ig in a l ly  w r i t t e n
as a theme p a p e r  f o r  an E n g lish  c l a s s  a t  H arvard i n  1897»
"The T u ft  of F lo w ers ,"  Lawrence Thompson t e l l s  u s ,  "had heen
in s p i r e d  hy an ex p er ien ce  t h a t  had o ccu rred  w hile  he was
haying  f o r  Old John Dinsmore a t  C o r h e t t ' s  Pond n ea r  Salem,
12New Ham pshire,"  one of th e  many and v a r io u s  summer work
13e x p er ien c es  F ro s t  had .
The T uft of Flowers
I  went to  t u r n  th e  g ra s s  once a f t e r  one 
Who mowed i t  i n  th e  dew b e fo re  th e  sun.
The dew was gone t h a t  made h i s  b lad e  so keen  
Before I  came to  view th e  le v e le d  scene .
I  looked f o r  him b eh in d  an i s l e  o f t r e e s ;
I  l i s t e n e d  f o r  h i s  w hetstone  on th e  b re e z e .
But he had gone h i s  way, th e  g ra s s  a l l  mown,
And I  must b e ,  as he had been— a lo n e ,
"As a l l  must b e ,"  I  s a id  w i th in  my h e a r t ,
"Whether th e y  work to g e th e r  o r  a p a r t . "
~^ T h e  E a r ly  Y ears , p .  318.
13vA complete l i s t  o f  F r o s t ' s  odd jo bs  i s  g iv en  by 
Thompson i n  The E a r ly  Y ears , p p . 615-616. S ev era l  o f  th e s e  
jobs  a re  d isc u sse d  i n  d e t a i l  i n  C hapter F ive  of t h i s  s tud y .
9But a s  I  s a id  i t ,  sw if t  t h e r e  p a sse d  me by 
On n o i s e l e s s  wing a "bewildered " b u t te r f ly ,
Seeking w i th  memories grown dim o ' e r  n ig h t  
Some r e s t i n g  f lo w er  o f  y e s t e r d a y 's  d e l i g h t .
And once I  marked h i s  f l i g h t  go round and round,
As where some f lo w er  l a y  w i th e r in g  on th e  ground.
And th en  he f lew  as f a r  a s  eye cou ld  se e ,
And th en  on trem ulous wing came hack  t o  me.
I  tho ugh t o f  q u e s t io n s  t h a t  have no r e p ly ,
And would have tu rn e d  to  t o s s  th e  g r a s s  t o  dry;
But he tu rn e d  f i r s t ,  and le d  my eye to  look 
At a t a l l  t u f t  of f lo w e rs  b e s id e  a b rook ,
A le a p in g  tongue o f  bloom th e  scy th e  had spared  
B eside a reed y  brook th e  scy th e  had b a re d .
The mower i n  th e  dew had loved  them th u s ,
By le a v in g  them t o  f l o u r i s h ,  n o t  f o r  u s ,
Nor y e t  to  draw one tho u g h t o f ou rs  t o  him,
But from sh ee r  morning g lad n e ss  a t  th e  brim .
The b u t t e r f l y  and I  had l i t  upon,
N e v e r th e le s s ,  a message from th e  dawn,
That made me h e a r  th e  wakening b i r d s  around,
And h e a r  h i s  long  scy the  w h isp e r in g  to  th e  ground,
And f e e l  a s p i r i t  k in d red  to  my own;
So t h a t  h e n c e fo r th  I  worked no more a lone ;
But g lad  w i th  him, I  worked as  w i th  h i s  a id ,
And weary, sought a t  noon w ith  him th e  shade;
And dream ing, as i t  were, h e ld  b r o t h e r l y  speech 
With one whose th o u g h t  I  had n o t  hoped to  re a c h .
"Men work t o g e t h e r , "  I  t o l d  him from th e  h e a r t ,  
"Whether th e y  work to g e th e r  o r  a p a r t . "
There a re  two w orkers i n  t h i s  poem, th e  mower and th e
" t u r n e r " - p o e t , who become a s  one by t h e i r  t a s k  and, more
e s p e c i a l l y ,  how th ey  perform  t h a t  t a s k .  L ike Ishmael and
Queequeg t i e d  t o g e th e r  by " th e  monkey rope" o r  l i k e  th e  v e ry
c o u p le ts  th e  poem i s  a rran g ed  i n ,  each worker needs th e  o th e r
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t h e i r  job s  a re  i n e x t r i c a b l y  l in k e d ,  mower and t u r n e r  jo in in g  
i n  th e  making of hay  ou t o f g r a s s .  T h e irs  i s  " the  yoke o f a 
common t a s k , "  as  G. R. E l l i o t t  has  s a id ,  a l th o u g h  t h i s  yoking
i n  th e  p h y s ic a l  chore  le a d s  d i r e c t l y  to  t h e i r  un ion  i n  " the
In­s p i r i t  o f  la b o r  and th e  s p i r i t  o f  sympathy." Both workers
see beau ty  i n  th e  common, i n  t h a t  clump of w ild f lo w e rs  t h a t
th e  mower had spared  and t h a t  th e  t u r n e r  d is c o v e rs  w i th  the
a id  of th e  b u t t e r f l y .  Here, i n  th e  rev e ren c e  th ey  sh a re  f o r
n a t u r a l  b e a u ty  and f o r  " sh e e r  morning g la d n e ss  a t  th e  b r im ,"
th e  two w orkers , to g e th e r  as th ey  a re  i n  t h e i r  p h y s ic a l
a c t i v i t y ,  become a s  b r o th e r s  in  s p i r i t .  The p h y s ic a l  work,
i n  o th e r  words, has a reward in  i t s e l f  and i n  th e  r e c o g n i t io n
t h a t  men work to g e th e r ,  "Whether th e y  work to g e th e r  o r  a p a r t . "
The l a s t  t h r e e  s ta n z a s  a re  p a r t i c u l a r l y  im p o r ta n t ,  f o r
th ey  c o n ta in  th e  c l e a r e s t  a r t i c u l a t i o n  o f  th e  p o e t ' s  ep iphany.
Having worked w ith  a sense o f th e  mower's p re sen c e  around him
a l l  m orning, th e  t u r n e r  ta k e s  h i s  lunch  b rea k  i n  th e  shade.
He r e l a x e s  from h i s  work and has what m ight be  r e f e r r e d  to  by
Dr. Reid as  a " c r e a t iv e  f l a s h " :
During l e i s u r e ,  we s h i f t ,  a s  i t  w ere , from a 
h igh-pow er m icroscope to  a low-power m icroscope.
With t h i s  r e l a x a t i o n  and th e  w idening  o f th e  f i e l d  
o f  c o n sc io u sn ess  to  in c lu d e  what p re v io u s ly  had 
been  p e r i p h e r a l ,  sub consc ious , and unco n sc io u s , 
g r e a t  u n i fy in g  p a t t e r n s  suddenly  a r e  reco gn ized  
and th e  c r e a t i v e  f l a s h  occurs.^-?
^ G .  R. E l l i o t t ,  "The N e ig h b o r l in e s s  o f  R obert F r o s t , "  
The R ecog n itio n  o f Robert F r o s t ,  ed. by R ichard  Thornton (New 
York, 1957), PP. 187-188.
"^Reid, p. 158.
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The ""brotherly  speech" t h a t  th e  " h e a r t"  h o ld s  w ith  th e  mower 
i s ,  of c o u rse ,  th e  message o f  th e  poem. What i s  e q u a l ly  
im p o rtan t  f o r  our pu rp oses  i s  when i t  o c c u rs ,  namely, d u r in g  
t h a t  d i a s t o l i c  phase of work we c a l l  l e i s u r e .  "At noon w ith  
him in  th e  shad e ,"  F ro s t  "dream s," W hitm an-like , r e a l i z i n g  
h i s  un ion  w ith  h i s  f e l lo w  man. The "dream" i s  based  on and 
d e r iv e s  from th e  work done. W ithout th e  work t h e r e  would be
no dream, and w ith o u t  th e  dream th e  work would be b u t  lo n e ly
t o i l .
There i s  no r e t u r n  to  Eden as such f o r  F r o s t ,  to  a
w orld  f r e e  of work; and a r e t u r n  were i t  p o s s ib l e  i s  n o t  even
d e s i r e d ,  f o r  we w i l l  f i n d  w hatever p a ra d i s e  t h e r e  i s  h e re  and
now, a b e au ty  i n  th e  o rd in a ry ,  a v i s i o n  i n  th e  workaday. As
Dr. Eeid s t a t e s ,
We can see  c l e a r l y  t h a t  l e i s u r e  i s  n o t  th e  
o p p o s i te  o f work i n  th e  sense of be ing  opposed 
to  work. In  work th e r e  i s  a fo c u s in g ,  a 
c o n c e n tr a t io n  of f a c u l t i e s ,  and an a c u te n e ss  
of c o n sc io u sn ess .  During t r u e  l e i s u r e ,  t h e r e
i s  an u n fo cu s in g ,  a r e l a x a t i o n  o f  f a c u l t i e s ,
a g r e a t e r  d i f f u s i o n  o f  c o n s c io u s n e s s .1”
Thus, work i s  no t m an 's  c u rse  i n  F ro s t  b u t ,  p o t e n t i a l l y ,  h i s  
b l e s s in g .  When ba lan ced  w ith  th e  l e i s u r e  moment, work i s  an 
o p p o r tu n i ty  f o r  v i s i o n  and f u l f i l l m e n t ;  i t  i s  one o f  God's 
g i f t s  to  man, a source  o f  c e l e b r a t i o n .
Nowhere i s  t h i s  sense  o f c e l e b r a t io n ,  o f work as a 
form of p ra y e r ,  more c l e a r l y  seen  th an  in  "Mowing" from A 
Boy 's  W i l l :
15E eid , pp. 157-158.
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Mowing
There was never  a sound b e s id e  th e  wood h u t  one,
And t h a t  was my long scy th e  w h ispe r ing  t o  th e  ground. 
What was i t  i t  w hispered? I  knew no t w e ll  m y s e l f ; 
Perhaps i t  was something about th e  h e a t  o f  th e  sun, 
Something, p e rh a p s ,  about th e  l a c k  o f sound—
And t h a t  was why i t  w hispered  and d id  n o t  speak.
I t  was no dream o f  th e  g i f t  o f i d l e  h o u rs ,
Or easy  go ld  a t  th e  hand of f a y  o r  e l f :
Anything more th a n  th e  t r u t h  would have seemed to o  weak 
To th e  e a rn e s t  love  t h a t  l a i d  th e  swale in  rows,
Wot w ith o u t  f e e b le - p o in te d  sp ik e s  of f lo w ers  
(P a le  o r c h i s e s ) ,  and sca red  a b r i g h t  g reen  snake.
The f a c t  i s  th e  sw ee te s t  dream t h a t  l a b o r  knows.
My long  scy the  w hispered  and l e f t  th e  hay to  make.
Like "The P a s t u r e , "  "Mowing" was a p p a re n t ly  one of
F r o s t ' s  f a v o r i t e s ,  one t h a t  came v e ry  c lo s e  to  what he longed
to  ach iev e  i n  h i s  p o e t ry .  As he w rote  from England t o  a
p ro s p e c t iv e  American p u b l i s h e r  o f  h i s  work, Thomas B ird  Mosher,
in  J u ly ,  1913i
I  l i k e  th e  d e c i s io n  w ith  which you speak and am 
co n te n t  to  have you p r e f e r  "R eluctance" to  any th ing  
e l s e  I  have w r i t t e n .  N e v e r th e le ss  th e  book / A Boy1s 
W ill7 c o n ta in s  a dozen poems t h a t  a re  a t  l e a s t  as 
good- in  th e  same k ind  and f o r  th e  same rea so n . In  
"Mowing," f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  I  come so n e a r  what I  long  
to  g e t  t h a t  I  a lm ost d e s p a i r  o f  coming n e a r e r .  '
About a y e a r  and a h a l f  l a t e r ,  i n  r e p ly in g  to  Sidney Cox
re g a rd in g  rev iew s of h i s  f i r s t  book, F r o s t  s a id ,
I ' d  l i k e  to  thank  s p e c i a l l y  th e  fe l lo w  who p ick ed  
ou t "Mowing." I  guess t h e r e  i s  no doubt t h a t  i s  
th e  b e s t  poem i n  Book I .  We a l l  t h in k  so over h e re .
C le a r ly ,  t h i s  poem w r i t t e n  d u r in g  th e  e a r ly  Derry y e a r s  was one
of th o se  th e  p o e t  wished to  lodge  l i k e  b u r r s  on th e  r e a d e r ' s
memory.
•^ S e l e c t e d  L e t t e r s  o f Robert F r o s t , ed. by Lawrence 
Thompson (New York, 1964), p .  83.
•^ S e l e c t e d  L e t t e r s , p .  14-1.
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"Mowing" i s  a poem o f  work b u t  n o t  s t r a i n .  I t s  
dominant f e e l in g  i s  of q u ie tn e s s  as  th e  poe t  seeks to  ov e rhear
what th e  scy the  w h ispers  to  th e  ground. The work he i s  do ing ,
in  o th e r  words, has  some k in d  of rew ard , some t r u t h  o f  l i f e ,  
to  come ou t of i t .  Good P u r i t a n  t h a t  he i s ,  P ro s t  w e l l  knows 
t h a t  i d l e  hours  them se lves  a re  -unimportant. They and "easy  
gold" a re  frowned upon—we must e a rn  what we g e t  and on ly  by 
e a rn in g ,  i . e . ,  working, w i l l  we r e c e iv e  th e  answer t o  what th e  
scy th e  w h isp e rs .  (T h is  i s ,  a f t e r  a l l ,  an e a r n - e s t  lov e  " th a t  
l a i d  th e  swale i n  row s,"  F ro s t  p l a y f u l l y  punning in  th e  m idst 
of a s e r io u s  poem .) F ac t  as  t r u t h  i s  th e  f r u i t  o f  la b o r ,  n o t  
i d l e n e s s ,  though i t  must be emphasized t h a t  th e  l a b o r  done 
h e re  i s  done l e i s u r e l y ,  a t  e a se ,  w i th  a sense  of harmony. I t  
i s  as  i f  th e  work ex perience  i s  one w ith  th e  l e i s u r e  ex p e r ien c e ,
th e  work o f mowing no t  t o i l  b u t  jo y .
The work b r in g s  him f a c e - t o - f a c e  w ith  th e  f a c t s  of 
l i f e  around him, th o se  " f e e b le -p o in te d  sp ik e s  of f lo w e r s /
(P a le  o r c h i s e s ) "  and t h a t  " b r ig h t  g reen  sn a k e ."  He names 
th e s e  so p a r t i c u l a r l y  he re  because  he w ishes to  c e le b r a te  
t h e i r  v e ry  a c t u a l i t y ,  th e  t r u t h  t h a t  th e y  a r e . T h e ir  e x i s t ­
ence i s  wondrous to  him; i t  i s ,  as he says i n  th e  n ex t  and 
p e n u lt im a te  l i n e  o f  th e  poem, " th e  sw ee te s t  dream t h a t  la b o r  
knows." F ac t  i s  one w ith  dream in  "Mowing," no t  s e p a r a te ,  and 
work i s  th e  source  of th e  c r e a t i v e  v i s i o n  as  we a re  b ro u g h t ,  
in  T h o reau 's  words, " to  f r o n t  . . . th e  e s s e n t i a l  f a c t s  of 
l i f e . "
What th e  scy the  w h isp e rs ,  a f t e r  a l l ,  i s  m u ta b i l i t y ,
Robert F r o s t ' s  g r e a t  t h e m e . ^  I t  w h ispers  t h a t  we a re  h o rn ,
we a re  h e re ,  we grow and d ie .  The immersion i n  th e  a c tu a l
t h a t  work p ro v id e s  rem inds us t h a t  f lo w ers  a re  indeed  " fe e b le
po in ted"  and t h a t  th e  hay must be l e f t  " to  make." Our world
i s  p o s t-E d e n ic ,  b u t  in s t e a d  o f  bemoaning m an 's c o n d i t io n ,  h i s
doom to  work, F ro s t  h e re  c e l e b r a te s  i t  f o r  what i t  can b r in g
us t o ,  t h a t  m a g n i f ic a t io n  of v i s io n  t h a t  le a d s  us  to  see th e
wondrous i n  th e  a c t u a l ,  th e  dream i n  th e  f a c t .  "Flowing" i s
th u s  a k ind  of p ra y e r ,  th e  ty p e  o f p r a y e r  Emerson spoke of i n
" S e l f -R e l ia n c e " :
P ra y e r  i s  th e  co n tem p la tio n  of th e  f a c t s  o f  l i f e  
from th e  h ig h e s t  p o in t  of v iew . I t  i s  th e  
s o l i lo q u y  of a b eho ld in g  and j u b i l a n t  s o u l .  I t  
i s  th e  s p i r i t  o f  God pronouncing  h i s  works good.
. . .  As soon as  th e  man i s  a t  one w ith  God, he 
w i l l  n o t  beg. He w i l l  th e n  see p ra y e r  i n  a l l  
a c t io n .  The p ra y e r  of th e  fa rm er  k n e e l in g  in  
h i s  f i e l d  t o  weed i t ,  th e  p ra y e r  of th e  rower 
k n e e l in g  w ith  th e  s t ro k e  o f  h i s  o a r ,  a re  t r u e  
p ra y e rs  h ea rd  th roughou t n a tu r e .
The p i c t u r e  we a re  g iv en  in  "Flowing" i s  o f e a s e fu l  work, 
work and l e i s u r e  p r a c t i c a l l y  one. In  "The P a s tu r e , "  "S topping 
By Woods," and "The T u ft  of F lo w ers ,"  t h i s  c lo s e n e s s  i s  seen  
in  term s of rhythm ic wholeness and th e  sense of h e a l th  t h a t  
such wholeness r e s u l t s  i n .  T his  rhythm i s  th e  " n a tu r a l  c r e a t i v e  
p rocess"  Dr. Reid i d e n t i f i e s  i n  h i s  essay :
^See Nina Baym, "An Approach to  Robert F r o s t ' s  
Nature P o e t r y ,"  American Q u a r te r ly  (W in ter, 1965), pp . 713-723* 
The s u b je c t  o f  m u ta b i l i t y  i s  d is c u sse d  a t  l e n g th  i n  Chapter 
Four of t h i s  s tu d y .
20S e le c t io n s  from Ralph Waldo Emerson, ed. by S tephen 
E. Wicher (Boston, 1957), p .  162.
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The n a tu r a l  c r e a t i v e  p ro c e s s  fo l lo w s  a rhy thm ic  
p a t t e r n :  l )  A phase  o f  consc ious  work and s t r u g g le
l a s t i n g  f o r  days , months o r  y e a r s .  This i s  f o l ­
lowed by 2) a l e i s u r e  p h a se ,  v a r io u s ly  d e sc r ib e d  
as  a r e l a x a t i o n  o f  co n sc io u s  e f f o r t ,  an abandonment 
of l o g i c a l  work and re a s o n ,  a p e r io d  o f  " lea v in g  
i t  a lo n e ,"  of " l e t t i n g  come what w i l l , "  o f "opening 
up ,"  o f  communion w ith  s e l f ,  o f  in t im a te  involvem ent 
w ith  th e  r e a l  s e l f ,  o f  a llo w in g  n a t u r a l  b i o lo g i c a l  
rhythms t o  a s s e r t  th em se lv es ,  o f g e t t i n g  i n  tou ch  
w ith  th e  d a rk e r  re a c h e s  of o u r s e lv e s  and " l e t t i n g  
th e  s p i r i t u a l ,  unb idden  and u n c o n sc io u s ,  r i s e  up 
th rough  th e  common.
I f  any th in g  d i f f e r e n t i a t e s  "Mowing" from th e s e  th r e e
poems i n  term s o f  th e  work them e, i t  i s  th e  degree  t o  which
work and l e i s u r e  a re  l in k e d .  In  th e  t h r e e  poems above, l e i s u r e
grows n a t u r a l l y  from work and work g iv e s  l e i s u r e  meaning. Here,
however, work and l e i s u r e  a re  a s  c lo se  t o  b e in g  one as f a c t
and dream a re  i n  th e  t h i r t e e n t h  l i n e  o f  th e  poem. Such a
un ion  i s  a v i t a l  one to  F r o s t ,  f o r  a s  he says i n  a much l a t e r
poem, "Two Tramps in  Mud Time":
My o b je c t  i n  l i v i n g  i s  to  u n i t e  
My a v o c a t io n  and my v o c a t io n  
As my two eyes make one in  s i g h t .
Only where lo v e  and need a re  one,
And th e  work i s  p l a y  f o r  m o rta l  s ta k e s
I s  th e  deed ever r e a l l y  done
For Heaven and th e  f u t u r e ' s  sa k es .
In  "Mowing" he has done j u s t  t h a t .  The " ta s k "  o f  c u t t i n g  hay
has been e l im in a te d ;  th e  work i t s e l f  i s  r e l a x in g ,  f u l f i l l i n g ,
v i s io n a ry .
Em erson 's sense of p r a y e r  as " th e  s o l i lo q u y  o f  a 
beho ld ing  and j u b i l a n t  sou l"  i s  seen  a g a in  i n  th e  lo v e ly  poem 
" P a t t in g  i n  th e  Seed," one t h a t  sh a re s  w ith  "The P a s tu r e ,  th e  
union  of two lo v e r s  in  work w ith  th e  s o i l .  Reuben Brower even
21Reid, p. 157.
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goes so f a r  a s  to  c a l l  i t  "an a l l e g o r y  o f  m arr iage"  and th e
22c lo s e s t  F ro s t  ever  came to  D. H. Lawrence.
P u t t in g  i n  th e  Seed
You come to  f e t c h  me from my work to n ig h t  
When s u p p e r 's  on th e  t a b l e ,  and w e ' l l  see 
I f  I  can le a v e  o f f  b u ry in g  th e  w hite  
Soft p e t a l s  f a l l e n  from th e  ap p le  t r e e  
(S o f t  p e t a l s ,  y e t ,  b u t  n o t  so b a r r e n  q u i t e ,
Mingled w ith  t h e s e ,  smooth bean  and w r in k led  p e a ) ,  
And go a long  w ith  you e re  you lo s e  s ig h t  
Of what you came f o r  and become l i k e  me,
Slave to  a sp r in g t im e  p a s s io n  f o r  th e  e a r t h .
How love  bu rns  th ro u g h  th e  P u t t in g  i n  th e  Seed 
On th ro u g h  th e  w atch ing  f o r  t h a t  e a r ly  b i r t h
When, j u s t  as th e  s o i l  t a r n i s h e s  w ith  weed,
The s tu rd y  s e e d l in g  w ith  a rched  body comes
S houldering  i t s  way and shedding e a r th  crumbs.
The opening words a re  re m in is c e n t  o f th e  r e f r a i n  l i n e  
"You come to o "  i n  "The P a s tu r e , "  a g e n t l e  im p e ra t iv e  a sk in g  
th a t  h i s  lo v e r  b r in g  him back from h i s  work i f  she can w ith o u t
be ing  made a "s lav e"  to  th e  e a r t h ' s  c y c le s  and p ro c e s s e s  as
he i s .  (We might p o in t  out h e re  i n  f u r t h e r  comparing "The 
P a s tu re "  and " P u t t in g  i n  th e  Seed" an i n t e r e s t i n g  t w i s t :  th e
lo v e r  w i l l  come to  " fe tc h "  him back a t  n i g h t f a l l ,  th e  same 
verb  F ro s t  used  f o r  th e  weak c a l f  i n  th e  p ro lo g u e  poem. The 
r e t u r n  to  e n c lo su re  and th e  m a in ta in an ce  o f such w a l l s  of 
p r o t e c t io n  i s  one o f F r o s t ' s  most im p o rtan t  work p r o j e c t s ,  one' 
we s h a l l  d i s c u s s  l a t e r . ) But b e in g  a s la v e  h e re  i s  h a rd ly  
fe a re d ;  t o  be n a t u r e ' s  c a p t iv e  i s  b o th  d e s i r a b l e  and i n e v i t ­
a b le .  T his  i s  a w orld  of f a l l e n  app le  blossom s t h a t  m ingle 
w ith  th e  "smooth bean and w rin k led  p e a ,"  a w orld  i n  which 
youth and age, d e a th  and l i f e ,  f low  to g e th e r .
PP Brower, pp. 183-184.
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So too  do work and l e i s u r e ,  f o r  th e  work done h e re
i s  done i n  th e  f a s h io n  of Em erson 's p ra y e r ,  on th e  kn ees .
There i s  no sweat on th e  f a c e ,  no th o rn  o r  t h i s t l e  spoken 
of i n  th e  G enesis s to r y  to  combat. The work i s  t h a t  of a 
lo v e r  who "burns" w h ile  p u t t i n g  i n  th e  seed  and whose bu rn in g  
produces l i f e ,  a paradox Emerson s t r e s s e s  i n  " U r i e l , "  E r o s t ' s  
f a v o r i t e  poem:
'L ine  i n  n a tu re  i s  n o t  found;
U nit and u n iv e r s e  a re  round;
In  v a in  produced, a l l  r a y s  r e t u r n ;
E v il  w i l l  b l e s s ,  and i c e  w i l l  b u rn . ^
To love o n e 's  work, to  f i n d  in  i t  a source  o f  harmony and
f u l f i l l m e n t ,  in d eed , t o  see i t  a s  ak in  t o  l e i s u r e  i t s e l f ,  
and n o t  a th o ro u g h ly  s e p a ra te  e x p e r ie n c e ,  i s  o f profound 
v a lu e  t o  Robert E ro s t .
Throughout h i s  l i f e  th e  p o e t  ra n  i n  f e a r  o f  m ental 
i l l n e s s .  He saw i t  a l l  around him: as  a c h i ld  i n  th e  ra g in g
d e s p a i r  of h i s  f a t h e r ;  as a young man i n  th e  p a ra n o id  
sc h iz o p h re n ia  o f h i s  s i s t e r ,  J e a n ie ;  l a t e r ,  as  a husband and 
p a re n t ,  i n  th e  d a rk ,  b rood ing  moods of E l in o r ,  i n  th e  b re a k ­
down and confinem ent of h i s  second d a u g h te r ,  Irma, and th e  
s u ic id e  o f h i s  son, C aro l.  He f e l t  i t  i n  h im s e l f :  a f r a i d
of th e  d a rk , he s l e p t  i n  h i s  m o th e r 's  bedroom u n t i l  he was 
seven teen ; a f r a i d  of f a i l u r e ,  he f i e r c e l y  and f o o l i s h l y  
competed w ith  o th e r  p o e ts  th ro ugh ou t h i s  l i f e .  How to  m a in ta in  
o n e 's  em otional i n t e g r i t y  i n  th e  m ids t o f  da rkness  i s  of m ajor
- 'S e le c t io n s  from Ralph Waldo Emerson, p .  426.
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concern  to  F r o s t ,  what to  do to  su rv iv e  " in  th e  ru sh  o f
e v e ry th in g  to  w aste" h i s  dominant theme.
"The most e x c i t i n g  movement i n  n a tu re  i s  n o t  p r o g r e s s ,"
he once w r i t e ,  " . . .  h u t  expansion  and c o n t r a c t io n ,  th e
opening and s h u t t in g  o f th e  eye, th e  hand, th e  h e a r t ,  th e  
24mind." The poems we have c o n s id e re d  in  t h i s  c h a p te r  sug ges t  
t h a t  to  he i n  tu n e  w ith  t h i s  movement i s  b o th  an i n d i c a t i o n  
of em otional h e a l th  and a way o f  m a in ta in in g  t h a t  h e a l t h .  As 
we s h a l l  s e e ,  th e  em otional problem s o f  many of F r o s t ' s  
c h a r a c te r s  stem from what th e y  do f o r  work and, more e s p e c i a l l y ,  
how th e y  do i t .  Overworked, th e y  a re  d e s t ro y e d  by c o n s ta n t  
l a b o r  t h a t  d e n ie s  them l e i s u r e ,  th e  o p p o r tu n i ty ,  t h a t  i s ,  f o r  
b eau ty  and lo v e .  I t  i s  th e  h e a l th y  h e a r t  t h a t  b e a t s  in  th e  
rhythm of work and l e i s u r e ;  our f i s t s  c len ch ed , we can never  
shake hands. In  o rd e r  t o  u n d e rs tan d  t h i s  im p o rtan t  i s s u e  o f  
overwork th o ro u g h ly ,  l e t  u s  f i r s t  t u r n  to  th e  sou rces  o f 
F r o s t ' s  a t t i t u d e  toward i t ,  h i s  o u t -  and indo o r  sch o o lin g  in  
th e  New England and Greek t r a d i t i o n s .
2 4 "The P o e try  of Amy L ow ell ,"  S e le c te d  Prose of 
Robert F r o s t , ed . by Hyde Cox and Edward Connery Lathem 
(New York, 1966), p . 71*
CHAPTER I I
OUT- AHD INDOOR SCHOOLING
When Robert F r o s t  f i r s t  came to  New England w ith  h i s  
mother and s i s t e r  i n  1885, he came to  a land  h i s  f a t h e r  had 
abandoned f o r  th e  w est c o a s t  y e a r s  b e fo r e .  And h i s  f a t h e r  
had n o t  been a lo n e :  d u rin g  th e  go ld  ru sh  and C iv i l  War p e r io d s ,
many young men, e s p e c i a l l y  th o se  from r u r a l  a r e a s ,  l e f t  t h e i r  
n a t iv e  re g io n  f o r  more p ro sp e ro u s  p a r t s  o f  th e  c o u n try ,  and 
New England ex p er ien ced  a d e c l in e  i n  in f lu e n c e  from which i t  
has nev er  q u i te  re c o v e re d .  I t  a ls o  experienced  a s h i f t  i n  
l i v i n g  p a t t e r n s .  D esp ite  th e  d e c re a se  i n  fa rm s, th e  p o p u la t io n  
d u rin g  th e  second h a l f  o f  th e  c e n tu ry  doubled a s  New England 
became l a r g e l y  i n d u s t r i a l i z e d  and u rb an : "M arginal lan d  and
farms were abandoned . . . b r id g e s  went u n re p a i r e d ,  and o ld  
roads  d isa p p e a re d  vaguely  i n  th e  m iddle  o f  a woods.""''
F ro s t  h im se lf  d id  n o t  come to  r u r a l  New England a f t e r  
h i s  f a t h e r ' s  d e a th  b u t  to  h i s  p a t e r n a l  g r a n d f a t h e r 's  home i n  
Lawrence, M assac h u se tts ,  th e  h e a v i ly  i n d u s t r i a l i z e d  m i l l  town 
of M e l v i l l e ' s  "The T a r ta ru s  o f M aids."  The young p o e t ' s  
ex p erien ce  w ith  th e  la n d ,  i n  f a c t ,  d id  n o t  r e a l l y  b e g in  u n t i l  
he moved to  D erry  i n  1900; he was a " c i t y  boy" a l l  th e  way, 
born  i n  San F ra n c is c o ,  n u r tu re d  i n  and around Lawrence— in deed ,
1W. G. O 'D onnell, "Robert F ro s t  and New England: A
R evaluation"  i n  Cox, p .  50.
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not a New E nglander a t  a l l ,  named by h i s  f a t h e r  under h i s  
g r a n d f a th e r 's  Copperhead in f lu e n c e ,  "Robert Lee" E ro s t .
The p o in t  i s  t h a t  t h i s  p o e t  so i d e n t i f i e d  w ith  New
England i t s e l f  a c t u a l l y  "chose" t o  be a New E nglander; t h a t
i s ,  he found th e  r e g io n  w ith  i t s  remnants o f  P u r i t a n  c u l tu r e
congen ia l  to  h i s  own temperament. He saw a sp e c ts  o f h i s  own
p e r s o n a l i t y  in  th e  a r e a ' s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  in  th e  back c o u n try .  I t
was a New Englander of the  o ld  k in d  t h a t  E ro s t  w ished to  b e ,
of th e  la n d  and of th e  farm where th e  r i t u a l  o f  c l e a r i n g ,  so
im portan t  i n  h i s  own l i f e ,  i s  fo r e v e r  r e p e a te d ,  a s  i t  was f o r
th e  e a r l i e s t  s e t t l e r s .  He i d e n t i f i e s  h i s  p o s i t i o n  in  th e
abandoned lan dscape  i n  "The C ensus-T aker" :
I  came as  c e n s u s - ta k e r  to  th e  waste 
To count th e  peop le  i n  i t  and found none,
None i n  th e  hundred m ile s ,  none i n  th e  house ,
Where I  came l a s t  w i th  some ho pe , b u t  n o t  much,
A f te r  h o u rs '  o v e rlo o k in g  from th e  c l i f f s  
An em ptiness f la y e d  to  th e  v e ry  s to n e .
F ro s t  i s  i n t e r e s t e d  in  examining what i s  l e f t  i n  th e  
re g io n ,  th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  New England v a lu e s  t h a t  have enabled  
th o se  who rem ain to  s u rv iv e .  D esp ite  "The m elancholy o f  having 
to  count souls/W here th e y  grow few er and fewer every  y e a r ,"  he 
wants " l i f e  to  go on l i v i n g . "  The q u e s t io n  i s  what i n  th e  New 
England v i s i o n  en ab les  l i f e  to  do so . What in  t h i s  la n d ,  t h i s  
h e r i t a g e ,  appealed  so to  him? What, f i n a l l y ,  i s  most New 
England about R obert F ro s t?
Let us b e g in  w ith  th e  lan d  i t s e l f ,  as so many of F r o s t ' s
poems do. D. H. L aw rence 's  c la im  t h a t  " th e  American landscape
2has never been  a t  one w ith  th e  w hite  man" i s  nowhere more
2D. H. Lawrence, S tu d ie s  i n  C la s s ic  American L i t e r a t u r e  
(New York, 1961), p .  56.
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t r u e  th a n  i n  t h i s  r e g io n .  Rocky and. c o ld ,  i t s  s tubborn  s o i l
means hard  work; o n e 's  b i r t h p l a c e ,  E ro s t  t e l l s  u s ,  i s  n o t
g ran ted  b u t  earned , fo rg ed  i n  th e  m ountain , th e  lan d  subdued:
Here f u r t h e r  up th e  m ountain  s lope  
Than t h e r e  was ever any hope,
My f a t h e r  b u i l t ,  enc losed  a s p r in g ,
S trung c h a in s  of w a l l  around e v e ry th in g ,
Subdued th e  growth o f  e a r th  and g ra s s  
And b rought our  v a r io u s  l i v e s  to  p a ss  . . .
Today / / h e  m o u n ta in /  w o u ld n 't  know our name . . . 
/S h e /  pushed u s  o f f  h e r  knees .
And now h e r  la p  i s  f u l l  of t r e e s .
("The B i r th p la c e " )
This i s  a land  o f g ra v e l  p i t s  and g r a n i t e ,  where s h e l t e r
r e q u i r e s  c o n t in u a l  c l e a r i n g ,  th e  s t e e p l e  bush  and chokecherry
fo re v e r  c lo s in g  in :
At th e  p r e s e n t  r a t e  i t  must come t o  p a s s ,
And t h a t  r i g h t  soon, t h a t  th e  meadowsweet 
And s t e e p le  bush , n o t  good to  e a t ,
W ill have crowded out th e  e d ib le  g r a s s .
Then a l l  th e r e  i s  t o  do i s  w a it  
For m aple, b i r c h ,  and spruce  t o  push 
Through meadowsweet and s t e e p le  bush  
And crowd them out a t  a s im i l a r  r a t e .
Ro plow among th e s e  ro ck s  would p ay .
("Something f o r  Hope")
These f a c t s  o f th e  Rew England land scap e  F ro s t  con­
t i n u a l l y  g iv e s  us were q u ic k ly  r e a l i z e d  by th e  f i r s t  c o lo n i s t s .  
D esp ite  such p ro m otiona l t r a c t s  as F ra n c is  H ig g in so n 's  Rew
England P l a n ta t io n  and c la im s  l i k e  John W in th rop 's  t h a t  "here
3i s  sweet a i r ,  f a i r  r i v e r s ,  and p l e n ty  of s p r in g s , "  th e  ta s k  
of b u i ld in g  Zion proved g r e a t e r  th a n  expec ted : "P lagues , w ater
7,^
Quoted by Alan H e im art , " P u r i ta n ism , W ilderness , and 
th e  F r o n t i e r , "  Rew England Q u a r te r ly , no. 26 (1953), p . 362.
s h o r ta g e s ,  fam ines , m ise ra b le  c l im a te ,  and h a rd s h ip s  o f  every
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kind  came betw een th e  em ig ran ts  and t h e i r  o b j e c t i v e s . "
Looking back  to  t h e i r  la n d in g  i n  1620, W illiam  B radford  
saw from th e  p e r s p e c t iv e  o f  a d e c a d e 's  ex p e r ien ce  th e  d i f f i ­
c u l t i e s  t h i s  rugged land  p r e s e n te d .  There was n o th in g  g iven  
in  th e  new w orld , no one t h e r e  t o  g r e e t  th e  Mayflower, to  
p rov ide  warmth and food . To su rv iv e  meant to  do:
And f o r  th e  season  i t  was w in te r ,  and th e y  t h a t  
know th e  w in te r s  of t h a t  c o u n try  know them to  
be sharp  and v i o l e n t ,  and s u b je c t  t o  c r u e l  and 
f i e r c e  s to rm s, dangerous to  t r a v e l  to  known 
p la c e s ,  much more to  s e a rc h  an unknown c o a s t .
B es id es ,  what cou ld  th e y  see  b u t  a h ideous and 
d e s o la te  w i ld e rn e s s ,  f u l l  of w i ld  b e a s t s  and 
w ild  men— and what m u l t i tu d e s  t h e r e  m ight be 
of them th e y  knew n o t .  N e i th e r  co u ld  th e y ,  as 
i t  were, go to  th e  top  of P isg ah  to  view from 
t h i s  w ild e rn e s s  a more goodly  c o u n try  t o  feed  
t h e i r  hopes; f o r  which way so e v e r  th ey  tu rn e d  
t h e i r  eyes (save  upward to  th e  heavens)  th e y  
could have l i t t l e  so la c e  o r  c o n te n t  i n  r e s p e c t  
of any outward o b je c t s .  For summer b e in g  done, 
a l l  th in g s  s ta n d  upon them w ith  a w e a th e r-b e a te n  
f a c e ,  and th e  whole c o u n try ,  f u l l  o f woods and 
t h i c k e t s ,  r e p r e s e n te d  a w ild  and savage h u e .5
F o r tu n a te ly ,  th e  s o c i e ty  t h a t  B radford  was so i n s t r u ­
m ental i n  form ing was "founded by men d e d ic a te d ,  in  u n i t y  and 
s im p l i c i t y ,  to  r e a l i z i n g  on e a r th  e t e r n a l  and immutable 
p r i n c i p l e s  . . . and t h a t  every  man shou ld  have a c a l l i n g  and 
work ha rd  i n  i t  was a f i r s t  p rem ise  o f  P u r i t a n i s m . T h e  
m eeting o f th e  r e g i o n 's  u n y ie ld in g  s o i l  and th e  d e d ic a te d ,
Ll H eim art, p .  362.
^William B rad fo rd , Of Plymouth P l a n t a t i o n :  A New
E d i t io n , ed. by Samuel E l i o t  Morison (New York, 1963), p .  62.
^ P e rry  M i l le r ,  The New England Mind: From Colony to
Province (Cambridge, 1953), P* 4-07
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u n y ie ld in g  P u r i t a n  community f o r  which work was c o n s id e re d  a
c a l l i n g  was th u s  most a p p ro p r ia te  and evidence  c e r t a i n l y  of
God's w i l l :  "T heir  d i f f i c u l t i e s  i n  th e  w ild e rn e ss  se rv ed  to
r e in f o r c e  th e  P u r i t a n s '  "belief  t h a t  th e y  were th e  chosen of 
7
God." In  G enesis , God had commanded th e  sons o f Adam to  
subdue th e  e a r t h ,  and, as  P e te r  N. C a r ro l l  p o in t s  o u t ,  he re  
was t h a t  v e ry  land  i n  need of su b ju g a t io n .  "The P u r i t a n
Q
s e t t l e r s  saw th e  D evil lu r k in g  i n  th e  w i ld e r n e s s ,"  and th e  
work o f  s e t t l e m e n t  became o n e 's  d u ty  as  p a r t i a l  f u l f i l l m e n t  
of th e  h o ly  p la n .^
The P u r i t a n  e x is te n c e  i n  th e  new w orld was a l e v e l in g  
one, a k in d  of e a r ly  ex p e r ien ce  in  democracy. As P e r ry  M i l le r  
reminds u s ,  "These were n o t— d e s p i te  t h e i r  a n a lo g ie s  w i th  
Moses and th e  t r i b e s  of I s r a e l — re fu g e e s  seek ing  a prom ised 
land , b u t  E n g lish  s c h o la r s ,  s o l d i e r s ,  and s ta tesm en ; ta k in g  
th e  long way about i n  o rd e r  t h a t  someday th e y ,  o r  t h e i r  c h i ld r e n ,
^H eim art, p .  382.
O
P e te r  N. C a r r o l l ,  P u r i ta n ism  and th e  Wilder n e s s  (New 
York, 1969), p .  11. C a r r o l l ' s  i s  a'n e x c e l l e n t  s tu u y  of th e  
P u r i t a n  re sp o n se  to  th e  w i ld e rn e s s .  He th o ro u g h ly  examines 
what i t  symbolized and i t s  e f f e c t s  on P u r i t a n  s o c i a l  th e o ry .
See a lso  Samuel E l i o t  M orison, B u i ld e rs  of th e  Bay Colony (Boston, 
1964-); M orison, The I n t e l l e c t u a l  L ife  of C o lo n ia l  New England 
(New York, 1964)"; Stephen P o s te r ,  T h e ir  S o l i t a r y  Way: The
P u r i t a n  S o c ia l  E th ic  (New Haven, 1971).
Q'F r o s t  c o n s id e re d  th e  c le a r in g  o f  th e  la n d  as a 
metaphor f o r  th e  b r in g in g  o f  o rd e r  ou t o f th e  chaos o f  h i s  
own l i f e .  C lea r in g  f o r  him r e p re s e n te d  a k in d  of p e rs o n a l  
s a lv a t io n .  The P u r i t a n ,  in  se e in g  th e  untamed lan d  a s  th e  
home o f  th e  d e v i l ,  co n s id ered  c le a r in g  a s  a r e l i g i o u s  a c t ,  one 
v i t a l  to  th e  s a lv a t io n  o f  God's community. See th e  d i s c u s s io n  
of p e rs o n a l  and communal s a l v a t io n  i n  C hapters  IV and V of 
t h i s  s tu d y .
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or a t  l e a s t  t h e i r  f r i e n d s ,  m ight r u l e  i n  L a m b e t h . T o  do
11so , everyone, "even th e  man who /h ad /  an incom e," had to
r o l l  up h i s  s le e v e s  and g e t  to  work, f o r  n o t  on ly  " s in c e  th e
12f a l l  of Adam / w a s /  such d i l i g e n c e  o b l ig a to r y ,"  b u t  o n e 's
v e ry  s u rv iv a l  on th e  lan d  demanded i t :  "Whatever we s ta n d  i n
neede of i s  t r e a s u r e d  i n  th e  e a r t h  by th e  C re a to r ,  and t o  be
1-5f e tc h e d  th en se  by th e  sweat of o r  Browes." ^ Thus, a man was 
doing th e  w i l l  of God by t i l l i n g  h i s  f i e l d s  as  much as by 
p rea ch in g ,  and to  make t h i s  s to n y  s o i l  bloom was to  p r a i s e  
th e  Lord.
The New England t h a t  R obert E ro s t  adopted  as h i s  own
i s  t h i s  v e ry  w orld o f  work th e  landscape  s t i l l  demands. As
a c e n s u s - ta k e r  f o r  th e  l i f e  and h e r i t a g e  t h a t  rem ained in  New
England, E ro s t  i s  concerned  w ith  th e  images of m an 's  l a b o r s ,
th e  w a l ls  and c e l l a r  h o le s  he b u i l t ,  h i s  h a b i t s  and t o o l s ,  h i s
moments o f r e s t :
Perhaps th e  wind th e  more w ith o u t  th e  h e lp  
' Of b r e a th in g  t r e e s  s a id  something o f th e  tim e 
Of y e a r  o r  day th e  way i t  swung a door 
E orever o f f  th e  l a t c h ,  as i f  rude  men 
Passed  i n  and slammed i t  sh u t  each one beh ind  him 
Eor th e  n ex t  one to  open f o r  h im s e l f .
More re c e n t  g e n e ra l  s t u d i e s  o f  P u r i ta n ism  t h a t  expand 
M i l l e r ' s  p io n e e r in g  e f f o r t s  i n  th e  s u b je c t  in c lu d e :  Edmund
Sears Morgan, V is ib le  S a in t s :  The H is to ry  o f  a P u r i t a n  Idea
(New York, 1963): Alden T. Vaughan, The P u r i t a n  T r a d i t i o n  in  
.America, 1620-1730 (New York, 1972); L a rz e r  Z i f f ,  P u r i ta n ism  
in  America: New C u ltu re  i n  a New World (New York, 1973);
£acvan iBercovitch, P u r i t a n  O r ig in s  of th e  American S e l f  (New 
Haven, 1975)-
11M i l le r ,  p .  40.
12M i l le r ,  p .  5.
"^Quoted by M i l le r ,  p .  41.
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I  counted n in e  I  had no r i g h t  to  count 
(But t h i s  was dreamy u n o f f i c i a l  co u n tin g )
Before I  made th e  t e n t h  a c ro s s  th e  th r e s h o ld .
Where was my supper? Where was anyone 's?
No lamp was l i t .  Nothing was on th e  t a b l e .
The s to ve  was co ld—th e  s tov e  was o f f  th e  chimney— 
And down by one s id e  where i t  lack ed  a l e g .
The peo p le  t h a t  had lo u d ly  passed  th e  door 
Were peo p le  to  th e  e a r  b u t  n o t  th e  eye.
They were n o t  on th e  t a b l e  w ith  t h e i r  elbows.
They were n o t  s le e p in g  in  th e  sh e lv es  o f  bunks.
I  saw no men th e r e  and no bones o f men t h e r e .
I  armed m yself  a g a in s t  such bones as  m ight be 
With th e  p i tc h -b la c k e n e d  s tub  of an ax-hand le  
I  p ick ed  up o f f  th e  s t ra w -d u s t -c o v e re d  f l o o r .
V is io n s  l i k e  t h i s  make Malcolm Cowley dead wrong when 
he i d e n t i f i e s  th e  p o e t  w ith  " the  t o u r i s t  home and th e  a n t iq u e  
shop i n  th e  abandoned g r i s t m i l l . " ^  - F ro s t ,  he c la im s , i s  no t  
a r e p r e s e n ta t i v e  of th e  t r u e  New England t r a d i t i o n ,  la c k in g  
th e  " s o c ia l  p a s s io n s  o f th e  g r e a t  New E n g land ers" :  "One can­
no t imagine him th u n d e r in g  a g a in s t  th e  F u g i t iv e  Slave Law, 
l i k e  Emerson, o r  r i s i n g  l i k e  Thoreau to  defend  John Brown 
a f t e r  th e  H arpers F e r ry  r a i d ;  o r even conducting  a q u i e t l y  
p e r s i s t e n t  campaign a g a in s t  b r u t a l i t y  on American s h ip s ,  a s  
Hawthorne d id  when he was consu l a t  L iv e rp o o l .  He i s  concerned 
c h i e f l y  w ith  h im s e l f .  . . .
C u r io u s ly ,  Cowley has chosen a s  r e p r e s e n ta t i v e s  o f 
t h i s  t r a d i t i o n  t h r e e  w r i t e r s  who were no t always so s o c i a l l y  
p a s s io n a te .  One needs only  to  c o n s id e r  th e  opening p a ra g rap h  
of Walden and H aw thorne's and Em erson 's re sp o n se  to  Brook Farm 
to  r e a l i z e  t h a t  th e s e  supposed examples o f  New E n g la n d 's  s o c i a l
14Cowley, p . 42. 
"^Cowley, p . 42.
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l ib e r a l i s m  were no t " jo in e r s "  a t  a l l ;  t h e i r  speak ing  out on 
s o c i a l  i s s u e s  such a s  Cowley g iv e s  was more th e  e x c e p tio n  th a n  
th e  r u l e .  Each was, however, t e r r i b l y  concerned w ith  the  
i n d iv id u a l ,  h i s  s p i r i t ,  h i s  work, and th e  t r a d i t i o n  E ro s t  
sh a re s  w ith  them, as C harles  Howell F o s te r  makes c l e a r  i n  h i s  
p o in t - b y - p o in t  r e b u t t a l  to  Cowley, i s  th e  t r a d i t i o n  th e y  
shared  w ith  one an o th e r :  " the  Yankee independence and conv ic­
t i o n  concern ing  ' t h e  one-man r e v o l u t i o n , ' th e  h a b i t  o f  
m e tap h o r ic a l  th in k in g ,  th e  d e l i g h t  i n  man as  he r e v e a l s  
h im se lf  e c c e n t r i c a l l y  and humorously i n  New England, th e  
b e l i e f  t h a t  a r t  should  be a b e a u t i f u l  wisdom.
Cowley, to  be  su re ,  i s  c e r t a i n l y  r i g h t  when he su g g es ts  
t h a t  F ro s t  i s  no " l i b e r a l , "  b u t  i s  l i b e r a l i s m  o f  th e  W h i t t ie r  
s t r i p e  r e a l l y  th e  "New England t r a d i t i o n "  a s  Cowley c la im s?
I s  th e  Boston-Cambridge-Brahmin h e r i t a g e  th e  h e a r t  o f  t h i s
17reg io n ?  Hayden C a rru th ,  f o r  one, ' th in k s  n o t ,  and r i g h t l y
d ism is se s  th e  e n t i r e  Boston-Cambridge scene:
Brownson, Longfellow , Motley, Low ell, Holmes,
Henry James, and a l l  th e  r e s t .  . . . th e  e n t i r e  
t h r u s t  of t h i s  developm ent, though o r i g in a t i n g  
i n  P u r i ta n ism , was away from New England and 
toward n a t io n a l i s m  and i n te r n a t io n a l i s m ,  i . e . ,
C harles  Howell F o s te r ,  "Robert F ro s t  and th e  New 
England T r a d i t i o n , " E liz a b e th a n  S tu d ie s  and Other Essays 
(B oulder, 1945), p .  3^0.
■^See Gladys Hasty C a r r o l l ,  "New England Sees I t  
Through," Sa tu rday  Review of L i t e r a t u r e  (Nov. 9 , 1935), pp. 
3 -4 , 14, 1~. C a r ro l l  c a l l s  W h i t t ie r ,  Holmes, Lowell, and 
Longfellow , " P o l i t e  w r i t e r s . "  But America, she say s ,  was 
" t i r e d  o f  t e a ;  i t  wanted meat. . . .  I t  wanted l i f e . "  C a r r o l l  
goes on to  say  t h a t  "we were c lo s e r  to  l i t e r a r y  o b l iv io n  th an  
we knew, he re  i n  New England, around th e  m iddle o f th e  19 th  
c e n tu ry ."  But i n  h i s  concern  f o r  " r e a l  l i f e , "  F r o s t  ( to g e th e r  
w ith  E. A. Robinson) s ig n a ls  f o r  C a r ro l l  a r e b i r t h  of New 
England l e t t e r s .
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toward cosm opolitan  c u l t u r e .  I t  succeeded, as 
we know, rem arkab ly  w e l l ,  forming a l l i a n c e s  
with. German, French, I t a l i a n ,  and E n g lish  
l i t e r a r y  movements . . . This  Brahmin c u l tu r e  
was a long l i t e r a r y  e v o lu t io n  from p ro v in c ia l i s m  
to  cosm opolitan ism  . . . I t s  am b itio n  was to  
deny hew England as such . . .1 °
B e liev in g  t h a t  Boston-Cambridge, l i k e  many o th e r  c a p i t a l s ,
l o s t  to u ch  w ith  i t s  c o n s t i t u e n t s ,  C a rru th  goes on to  s t a t e
t h a t  " th e  r e a l  v i t a l i t y  of th e  hew England t r a d i t i o n  has never
been a p ro d u c t of th e  s o p h i s t i c a t e d  m e t ro p o l i ta n  drawing rooms
in  which th e  Brahmins p lay e d  out t h e i r  r o l e s  as  c u l tu r e  h e ro e s ;
19i t  has o r ig in a te d  i n  th e  b a c k -c o u n try ."
The most symbolic a c t ,  th e n ,  in  th e  h i s t o r y  of hew
England l i t e r a t u r e  was, in  C a r r u th 's  words, Em erson 's move to
Concord, "a s h o r t  b u t  m ag n if ic e n t  m ig ra t io n .  Unerson tu rn e d
h i s  back  on th e  Brahmin c u l tu r e  . . .  He would have none of
20i t ,  de term ined  to  g iv e  h im s e l f  to  a l i f e  o f  co n tem p la tio n .  
Though c e r t a i n l y  more rh ap so d ic  th an  h i s  P u r i t a n  f o r e f a t h e r s ,  
Emerson was, C a rru th  sa y s ,  " r e s to r in g  v i t a l i t y  o f  f a i t h  t o  th e
pi
hew England m ind." What Emerson d id ,  i n  s h o r t  was to  r e fo c u s  
l i t e r a r y  v i s i o n ,  e s p e c i a l l y  hew E n g la n d 's ,  to  i t s  o r i g in a l  
r o o t s  i n  th e  c o u n try s id e ,  th e  s o i l ,  th e  worker h im s e l f .  In  
Emerson's own words, " I  h ea r  t h e r e f o r e  w ith  joy  w hatever i s  
beg inn ing  to  be s a id  o f th e  d i g n i t y  and n e c e s s i t y  o f  l a b o r
1 P>Hayden C a rru th ,  "The hew England T r a d i t i o n ,"  Regional 
P e r s p e c t iv e s , ed. by John Gordon Burke (Chicago, 1973)? P- 15.
■^Carruth , pp. 16-17.
^ C a r r u t h ,  p . 16.
^ C a r r u t h ,  p .  19.
to  every c i t i z e n .  There i s  v i r t u e  y e t  i n  th e  hoe and th e
spade, f o r  le a rn e d  as  w e ll  a s  f o r  u n lea rn ed  hands. And la h o r
22everywhere i s  welcome; always we a re  i n v i t e d  to  work. . . . "
The New England t r a d i t i o n  E ro s t  sh a re s  w ith  Emerson i s
thus  a s p i r i t u a l  h e r i t a g e  more th a n  a m a t te r  o f  l i b e r a l  p o l i t i c s
23and a c t iv e  s o c i a l  co n ce rn s .  ^ I t  i s  a way of se e in g  t h a t  
co n s id e rs  th e  s p e c i f i c  a s  i n d i c a t i v e  of th e  g e n e ra l ,  th e  s e c u la r  
as r e p r e s e n ta t iv e  of th e  d iv in e ;  i t  i s  a b e l i e f  i n  work t h a t  
views la b o r  as  f u l f i l l i n g ,  s a lv a to r y ,  and dem ocra tic ;  i t  i s  
a way of l i f e ,  as  Jonathan  Edwards' "Great Awakening" made 
c l e a r ,  more c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  th e  back co u n try  th a n  th e  i n t e r ­
n a t io n a l ism  of Boston and Cambridge. In  s h o r t ,  th e  rem nants 
of th e  P u r i t a n  c u l tu r e  a re  found n o r th  of Boston, i n  New 
Hampshire, by i t s  w es t- ru n n in g  b ro o k s .
As h i s  o f f i c i a l  b io g ra p h e r  p o in t s  o u t ,  E ro s t  v e ry  much
2H-wanted to  be "a good P u r i t a n . "  Time and ag a in  he acknowledged 
h i s  h e r i t a g e ,  defended and d e f in e d  i t  i n  h i s  own way, aware, 
Thompson su g g e s ts ,  t h a t  s in c e  S h a k e sp e a re 's  t im e , p o e ts ,  c r i t i c s ,  
and h i s t o r i a n s  had tended  t o  u se  " P u r i ta n "  as a d i r t y  word. 
F r o s t ' s  b i t t e r n e s s  toward Matthew Arnold, f o r  example, so 
f i e r c e l y  exp ressed  i n  th e  l a s t  s e c t i o n  of "New Hampshire"
"The American S c h o la r ,"  S e le c t io n s  from Ralph Waldo 
Emerson, p .  72.
^ S e e  G re in e r ,  pp. 181-203. G re iner  g iv e s  a thorough  
l i s t i n g  h e re  o f s tu d ie s  l in k in g  E ro s t  and h i s  New England 
h e r i t a g e .  He sees  Cowley's and C a r r u th 's  a t t i t u d e s  as " the  
o u te r  b o u n d a rie s  o f th e  deb a te"  on F r o s t ' s  p o s i t i o n .  "The 
c r u c i a l  f a c t o r , "  as G re in e r  r i g h t l y  say s ,  "remains th e  p a r t i c u l a r  
c r i t i c ' s  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  th e  New England t r a d i t i o n "  (p . 203).
The Years of Triumph, p .  632.
(11. 358-413), came from A rn o ld 's  i n s i s t e n c e  t h a t  Hebraism 
meant anarchy , H ellen ism , c u l t u r e .  To "H e b ra ise ,"  Arnold 
says i s
to  s a c r i f i c e  a l l  o th e r  s id e s  o f  our b e in g  to  
th e  r e l i g i o u s  s id e .  . . .  i t  has  dangers  f o r  
u s ,  we have seen t h a t  i t  l e a d s  to  a narrow 
and tw is te d  growth of our r e l i g i o u s  s id e  
i t s e l f ,  and to  a f a i l u r e  i n  p e r f e c t i o n .  . . .
O ther s id e s  o f /oury7 be in g  a re  th u s  n e g le c te d ,  
because  th e  r e l i g i o u s  s id e  . . .  i s  i n  / u s 7  
q u i te  ab so rb in g  and ty ra n n o u s .  . . . A l l  t h i s  
le a v e s  /u s 7  l i t t l e  l e i s u r e  or i n c l i n a t i o n  f o r  
c u l t u r e . 25
Thompson concludes t h a t  "a c a r e f u l  t a b u l a t i o n  o f KF's a t t i t u d e s  
w i l l  show him more i n c l in e d  to  defend p u r i ta n is m  th a n  
H ellen ism ,"  though , as we s h a l l  see l a t e r  i n  t h i s  c h a p te r ,  
h i s  ed u ca tio n  i n  th e  Greek c u l t u r e  ten ded  t o  complement r a t h e r  
than  c o n t r a d ic t  h i s  " p u r i ta n is m ."
F r o s t ' s  u n d e rs tan d in g  of th e  term  " P u r i ta n "  may n o t  
have been  h i s t o r i c a l l y  sound and was u ndoub ted ly  s i m p l i s t i c ,  
bu t our concern  h e re  i s  no t so much w ith  th e  h i s t o r i a n ' s  
d e f i n i t i o n  as w ith  F r o s t ' s .  T h is  he most c l e a r l y  exp ressed  i n  
a commencement a d d re s s ,  "What Became o f  New E ngland,"  made a t  
O b e rlin  C ollege  i n  1957* " I  d o n ' t  g ive  up New England too  
e a s i l y , "  he s a id ,  "And th e  th in g  New England gave most to  
America was th e  th in g  I  am t a l k i n g  a b o u t : a s tu b b o rn  c l in g in g
to  meaning—to  p u r i f y  words u n t i l  th e y  meant a g a in  what th ey  
should mean. P u r i ta n ism  had t h a t  meaning e n t i r e l y :  a p u r i f i ­
c a t io n  o f words and a renewal o f words and a renewal of meaning.
^M atthew  A rnold , C u ltu re  and A narchy, ed. by Ian  
Gregor (New York, 1971), pp . 10-11.
^ T h e  Years of Triumph, p .  632.
^ T h e  Years of Triumph, p .  483.
To p u r i f y ,  t o  r e n e w ,  t o  c l a r i f y — t h e s e  w e r e  t h e  
v e s t i g e s  o f  P u r i t a n i s m  R o b e r t  F r o s t  r e a l i z e d  i n  Rew E n g la n d  
and i n  h i m s e l f .  T h e s e  a r e ,  i n  f a c t ,  t h e  v e r y  w o r d s  h e  u s e s  
f o r  w ork :  " I  am g o i n g  o u t  t o  c l e a n  t h e  p a s t u r e  s p r i n g , "  h e
s a y s ,  "(And w a i t  t o  w a t c h  t h e  w a t e r  c l e a r  I  m a y ) ."  T h e s e  a r e  
h i s  w o r d s ,  t o o ,  f o r  t h e  w h o le  p r o c e s s  o f  s e t t l e m e n t ,  t h a t  a c t  
o f  p u s h i n g  " t h e  w o o d s  h a c k  fr o m  a r o u n d  t h e  h o u s e "  t o  k e e p  o n e ' s  
home " In  t h e  C l e a r i n g . "  C l e a r i n g  w a s ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  a n  e x p e r i e n c e  
t h e  c o l o n i s t s  k new  w e l l  a s  t h e y  l o o k e d  a t  t h e  l a n d  w i t h  i t s  
" w i ld  an d  s a v a g e  h u e ."  C l e a r i n g  i s  a l s o  t h e  r i t u a l  o f  e v e r y  
f a r m e r ,  t h e n  and now , and i s ,  m o s t  i m p o r t a n t l y ,  t h e  c e n t r a l  
m e ta p h o r  o f  F r o s t ' s  p o e t r y  a s  h e  s e e k s  o r d e r  a m i d s t  h i s  l i f e ' s  
c o n f u s i o n .  I n  s h o r t ,  t h e  a p p e a l  o f  " p u r i t a n i s m "  f o r  F r o s t  
i s  i n  t h e  w ord " p u r i f y "  i t s e l f ,  t h e  w ork  o f  c l e a r i n g  an  e x p e r i ­
e n c e  h e  r e n e w s  c o n t i n u a l l y  i n  h i s  p o em s:
The g a p s  I  m ean ,
Ro o n e  h a s  s e e n  them  made o r  h e a r d  th em  m ade,
B u t  a t  s p r i n g  m e n d in g - t im e  we f i n d  th em  t h e r e .
I  l e t  my n e i g h b o r  know b e y o n d  t h e  h i l l ;
And o n  a d a y  we m e e t  t o  w a lk  t h e  l i n e
And s e t  t h e  w a l l  b e t w e e n  u s  o n c e  a g a i n .  . . .
(" M en d in g  W a l l" )
The m eadow i s  f i n i s h e d  w i t h  m en .
Th en  now i s  t h e  c h a n c e  f o r  t h e  f l o w e r s  
T h a t  c a n ' t  s t a n d  m ow ers an d  p l o w e r s .
I t  m u st  b e  now , t h o u g h ,  i n  s e a s o n  
B e f o r e  t h e  n o t  m owing b r i n g s  t r e e s  o n ,
B e f o r e  t r e e s ,  s e e i n g  t h e  o p e n i n g ,
March i n t o  sh a d o w y  c l a i m .
The t r e e s  a r e  a l l  I 'm  a f r a i d  o f  . . .
(" T h e  L a s t  M owing")
The P u r i t a n ,  f o r  F r o s t ,  a l s o  e m p h a s iz e d  " m e a n in g ,"  and  
t h e r e  i s  no " p la y "  a s  s u c h  i n  h i s  own p o e t r y .  R e p e a t e d l y ,  h e  
c a l l e d  h i m s e l f  a  " s y n e c d o c h i s t "  l i n k i n g  t h e  G re e k  h a b i t  o f
ta k in g  th e  p a r t  f o r  th e  whole w ith  what he b e l ie v e d  to  be th e
P u r i t a n  tendency  to  see God's purpose  in  a l l  th in g s :  "Always,
always a l a r g e r  s i g n i f i c a n c e .  A l i t t l e  t h in g  touches  a l a r g e r  
PRt h in g ."  Taking h i s  cue from Em erson 's b e l i e f  t h a t  th e  world
i s  "a tem ple  whose w a l ls  a re  covered  w ith  emblems, p i c t u r e s
2Qand commandments o f  th e  d e i t y , "  y E r o s t ' s  p o e t i c  s t r a t e g y  i s
to  endow p h y s ic a l  f a c t s  w ith  h ig h e r  meaning. N othing we do
or en coun ter  i s  w ith o u t pu rpose ; n o th in g ,  n o t  even p la y ,  i s
n o n - u t i l i t a r i a n .
C e r ta in ly ,  E r o s t ' s  poems a re  o f t e n  " p la y fu l"  and wryly
humorous, b u t  i f  we ag ree  w ith  C h arle s  B r i g h t b i l l ' s  d e f i n i t i o n
of p l a y  as " f r e e ,  p l e a s u r a b le ,  im m ediate , and n a tu r a l  e x p re ss io n
-50. . . w ith  no o b se rv ab le  u t i l i t a r i a n  r e s u l t , s u c h  a c t i v i t y  
does n o t  e x i s t  i n  E ro s t  any more th an  i t  d id  f o r  th e  f i r s t  New 
Englanders who went so f a r  a s  to  e l im in a te  from t h e i r  c a le n d a r  
some o f  th e  v e ry  o p p o r tu n i t i e s  f o r  p la y .  A bo lish in g  Christm as 
and May Day, f o r  example, because  b o th  had become to o  f i l l e d  
w ith  r e v e l r y ,  th ey  i n s t i t u t e d  two new h o l id a y s ,  e l e c t i o n  day 
and c o l le g e  commencement, t h a t  were c l e a r l y  more o p p o r tu n i t i e s  
f o r  deep tho ugh t and d ec is ion -m ak ing  th an  spontaneous p la y .
Time o f f ,  i n  o th e r  words, was tim e on, a chance to  p ro b e , to  
c o n s id e r ,  to  c l a r i f y  o n e 's  p o s i t i o n  in  God's w orld .
PRQuoted by E l iz a b e th  Shepley S e rg ea n t ,  Robert E ro s t :
The T r i a l  by E x is te n ce  (New York, I9 6 0 ) ,  p .  325.
29"The P o e t ,"  S e le c t io n s  from Ralph Waldo Emerson,
P. 229.
^ C h a r l e s  K. B r i g h t b i l l ,  The Challenge o f  L e isu re  
(Englewood C l i f f s ,  I9 6 0 ) ,  p .  7*
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This i s  a ls o  th e  purpose  of p o e t r y  f o r  F r o s t .  Though
he o f te n  spoke of v e rs e  i n  te rm s o f  game and p la y  (one th in k s
of h i s  famous remark about f r e e  v e rs e  as  s im i l a r  to  p la y in g
te n n i s  w ith  th e  n e t  down), what c o u n ts ,  as he s a id  i n  h i s
p re fa c e  to  R o b inson 's  King J a s p e r , i s  p l a y  and e a rn e s tn e s s  i n
31b a la n ce ,  th e  o u te r  humor w ith  th e  in n e r  s e r io u s n e s s .  As
p la y fu l  as h i s  p o e t r y  cou ld  b e ,  i t  was n e v e r  p l a y  i t s e l f ,
spontaneous and imm ediate, b u t ,  r a t h e r ,  a s a c r i f i c e ,  an o f f e r in g ,
a l i f e ' s  work t h a t  he hoped, as  he says i n  "A Masque o f Mercy,"
would be "found a c c e p ta b le  i n  H eaven 's s i g h t . "  F r o s t  summarizes
t h i s  p o in t  i n  th e  conclud ing  l i n e s  of "Two Tramps in  Mud Time":
Only where love  and need a re  one
And th e  work i s  p la y  f o r  m o r ta l  s t a k e s ,
I s  th e  deed ever r e a l l y  done 
For Heaven and th e  f u t u r e ' s  s a k e s .
P la y ,  however, by  normal d e f i n i t i o n  i s  n o t  work. What 
F ro s t  means h e re  i s  what he a ls o  g iv e s  u s  i n  poems such as 
"B irc h e s ,"  p la y  w ith  meaning beh ind  i t ,  meaning t h a t  i s  no t 
y e t  t h e r e  f o r  th e  in n o ce n t  boy swinging from th e  t r e e s  b u t  i s  
indeed p re s e n t  f o r  th e  m ature  p o e t  who r e a l i z e s  purpose  beh ind  
a l l  p la y ,  who views th e  world as  sy n e c d o c h is t .
"B irches"  s e t s  "T ruth" w ith  a l l  i t s  "m a tte r  o f f a c t "  
such as  i c e  storm s a g a in s t  th e  im a g in a t iv e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  
beh ind  t r u t h .  The b o y 's  p la y  i s  one such p o s s i b i l i t y .  Too#*' 
f a r  from town f o r  b a s e b a l l ,  he p la y s  a lone  in  h i s  f a t h e r ' s  
t r e e s  and p la y s  c a r e f u l l y ,  th e  p o e t  r e a l i z e s ,  as he l e a r n s  
th e  p o is e  and d i s c i p l i n e  n e c e s sa ry  to  subdue th e  b i r c h e s :
I n t r o d u c t io n  to  King J a s p e r , "  S e le c te d  Prose  of 
Robert F r o s t , p .  65*
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One by one he subdued h i s  f a t h e r ' s  t r e e s  
By r i d in g  them down over and over a g a in  
U n t i l  he took  th e  s t i f f n e s s  ou t o f  them,
And n o t  one b u t  hung lim p, n o t  one was l e f t  
For him t o  conquer. He le a rn e d  a l l  t h e r e  was 
To l e a r n  about n o t  lau n c h in g  out too  soon 
And so n o t  c a r ry in g  th e  t r e e  away 
C lea r  t o  th e  ground. He always kep t h i s  p o is e  
To th e  to p  b ra n c h e s ,  c lim bing  c a r e f u l l y  
With th e  same p a in s  you use  t o  f i l l  a cup
Up to  th e  brim , and even above th e  b rim .
The whole ep isode  o f  th e  b o y 's  swinging from b i r c h e s
i s ,  o f c o u rse ,  th e  p o e t ' s  f a n ta s y  ( " I  should  p r e f e r  t o  have
some boy bend them" v s .  th e  i c e  storm s having  a c t u a l l y  done s o ) ,
a p la y f u l  f l i g h t  o f th e  mind used  by F ro s t  f o r  th e  purpose  of
h is  own launch in g  ou t in to  a d e f i n i t i o n  of lov e  and m an 's
p la c e  i n  th e  w orld . In  s h o r t ,  th e  p la y  i s  n o t  th e  th in g  h e re ;
what m a t te r s  i s  what th e  p la y  means. W ill  U u ra n t 's  s ta te m e n t
on th e  n a tu re  o f  p la y  su g g e s ts  t h i s  d i s t i n c t i o n :  "C h ild ren  a re
happy because  th ey  f in d  t h e i r  p le a s u re  i n  th e  immediate a c t io n ;
t h e i r  movements a re  no t  means to  d i s t a n t  ends; t h e i r  eyes a re
upon th e  t h in g s  th e y  do, no t  v a in ly  on th e  s t a r s ;  th ey  f a l l ,
32but seldom i n to  w e l ls .
F r o s t ' s  eyes a re  always lo o k in g  to  th e  s t a r s  o r  in to  
w e lls  w ith  t h a t  in n e r  s e r io u s n e s s  t h a t  makes a l l  p la y  a k in d  
of work, f o r  t h e r e  a re  always in  h i s  v i s i o n  d i s t a n t  ends beh ind  
th e  im m ediate , fun  e x p e r ien c e .  One can n ev e r  dance w ith  p u re ,  
u n a d u l te r a te d  joy  a s ,  f o r  example, W illiam  C arlo s  W illiam s 
does, naked i n  f r o n t  o f h i s  m ir ro r :
DANSE RUSSE
I f  I  when my w ife  i s  s le e p in g  
and th e  baby and K ath leen
^ Q u o te d  by B r i g h t b i l l ,  pp . 7 -8 .
a r e  s l e e p i n g
and  t h e  s u n  i s  a  f l a m e - w h i t e  d i s c
i n  s i l k e n  m i s t s
a b o v e  s h i n i n g  t r e e s , —
i f  I  i n  my n o r t h  room
d a n c e  n a k e d ,  g r o t e s q u e l y
b e f o r e  my m ir r o r
w a v in g  my s h i r t  r o u n d  my h e a d
and s i n g i n g  s o f t l y  t o  m y s e l f :
"I  am l o n e l y ,  l o n e l y .
I  w as  b o r n  t o  b e  l o n e l y ,
I  am b e s t  s o ! "
I f  I  a d m ir e  my a r m s ,  my f a c e  
my s h o u l d e r s ,  f l a n k s ,  b u t t o c k s  
a g a i n s t  t h e  y e l l o w  draw n s h a d e s , —
Who s h a l l  s a y  I  am n o t  „
t h e  h a p p y  g e n i u s  o f  my h o u s e h o l d ? ^
T h is  poem i s  fro m  a n o t h e r  w o r l d  t h a n  F r o s t ' s .  He i s  
n e v e r  c h i l d l i k e  and  g l e e f u l ,  f o r  p l a y  i s  d o n e  " f o r  m o r t a l  
s t a k e s . "  H is  k i n d  o f  d a n c i n g  i s  a r o u n d  a  s e c r e t  t h a t  " s i t s  
i n  t h e  m i d d l e  and k n ow s" ;  h i s  k i n d  o f  " f o o l i n g "  r e q u i r e s  b o t h  
" i n -  and o u t d o o r  s c h o o l i n g . "
F r o s t ' s  own s c h o o l i n g  o f f e r e d  a n o t h e r  v i s i o n  t o  t h a t  
o f  h i s  a d o p t e d  r e g i o n .  A l t h o u g h  h e  " c h o s e "  t o  i d e n t i f y  w i t h  
t h e  New E n g la n d  h e r i t a g e ,  i t s  s e n s e  o f  t h e  l a n d  and t h e  w ork  
r e q u i r e d  t o  l i v e  o n  i t ,  i t s  b e l i e f  i n  t h e  f i n a l  m e a n in g  o f  a l l  
a c t i v i t y ,  w ork and  p l a y  a l i k e ,  h e  m ore  c o n s c i o u s l y  s e l e c t e d  i n  
h i s  r e a d i n g s  and  f o r m a l  e d u c a t i o n  t o  b e  a s t u d e n t  o f  t h e  G reek  
t r a d i t i o n .  "A w are,"  Thompson t e l l s  u s ,  " o f  h i s  b r i l l i a n t  
f a t h e r ' s  c a r e e r  i n  t h i s  sam e h i g h  s c h o o l  and a t  H a r v a r d ,  t h e  
b o y  p l a n n e d  t o  g i v e  s p e c i a l  e m p h a s i s  t o  t h e  s t u d y  o f  t h e  
c l a s s i c s  and h i s t o r y .  . . . H is  m o th e r  had  a l r e a d y  made him
^ W i l l i a m  C a r l o s  W i l l i a m s ,  S e l e c t e d  Poem s (New Y o r k ,
1 9 6 3 ) ,  p .  8 .
f a m i l i a r  with, many s t o r i e s  in v o lv in g  h e ro e s  o f Greece and
XZlRome."^ The r e s u l t  o f  t h i s  c u r io u s  m ix tu re  o f th e  f i r e  of
Hebraism and th e  i c e  of H ellen ism  was n o t ,  d e s p i te  Matthew
Arnold, a c o n t r a d ic to ry  one in  th e  p o e t  b u t  a tem pering
exp erience , th e  v a lu e s  o f h i s  le a rn e d  c la s s ic i s m  te n d in g  to
q u a l i fy  r a t h e r  th an  n e g a te  h i s  r e g io n a l  h e r i t a g e .
Whereas th e  New England t r a d i t i o n  v a lu ed  work and i t s
meaning, th e  Greek emphasized l e i s u r e ,  t h a t  " l e i s u r e  f o r
s ta rg a z in g "  one of F r o s t ' s  c h a r a c t e r s  bu rns  down h i s  b a rn  f o r .
But t h i s  i s  no t to  say t h a t  th e  Greeks b e l ie v e d  "work was a
-55curse  and n o th in g  e l s e " ; ^  r a t h e r ,  th e y  r e fu s e d  to  c o n s id e r
work i n  th e  a b s t r a c t .  While th e  New E n g la n d e r 's  tendency  was
to  va lue  a l l  work, th e  Greek wanted to  know in s t e a d  what k in d
of work one d id ;  a s  H. D. F. K i t to  p o i n t s  o u t ,  "He would want
36to  know 'Working a t  what? And How?'" Work t h a t  confirm ed
independence and p ro v ided  th e  chance f o r  l e i s u r e  was p r a i s e ­
worthy; work f o r  which one expec ted  f e e s  and which r e q u i r e d  
s p e c i a l i z a t i o n  and f ra g m e n ta t io n  of th e  work fo rc e  was b o th  
fe a re d  and d e sp ise d :
To a Greek, obsessed  a s  he was w ith  th e  id ea
of freedom, to  be dependent on some o th e r
pe rso n  f o r  o n e 's  d a i l y  b read  seemed an i n t o l e r ­
a b le  s e r v i tu d e .  A t r u l y  f r e e  man should  be 
a l t o g e th e r  h i s  own m as te r ;  and how could  he
^ The E a r ly  Y e a rs , p .  79.
^ S t a n l e y  P a rk e r ,  The F u tu re  o f  Work and L e isu re  (New 
York, 1971), p . 34. This same p o in t  i s  made by A. T i lg h e r ,  
Work: What I t  Has Meant Through th e  Ages (London, 1931),
a book P a rk e r  r e l i e s  on h e a v i ly .
^ H .  D. F. K i t to ,  The Greeks (Chicago, 1964), p .  240.
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be t h a t  i f  he was drawing a s a l a r y  from someone 
e lse ?  Even i n  Homer's tim e th e  w ors t  c o n d i t io n  
of hum anity i s  t h a t  o f  th e  a g r i c u l t u r a l  l a b o r e r ,  
th e  t h e s —t h a t  i s  t o  say , th e  p r o l e t a r i e t ,  
fo rc e d  by g r in d in g  p o v e r ty  t o  h i r e  out t h e i r  
s e rv ic e s  f o r  p a y .*7
That Robert E ro s t  shared  t h i s  h a t r e d  of economic 
p r o s t i t u t i o n  i s  seen  c l e a r l y  th ro u g h o u t h i s  p o e t ry  and e s p e c i ­
a l l y  i n  A F u r th e r  Range. Poems such as "A Roadside S tan d ,"  
in  which b o th  th e  buyers  from th e  c i t y  and th e  s e l l e r s  i n  th e  
coun try  a re  p a r t  o f  an economic system th e  p o e t  eschews, and 
"A Lone S t r i k e r , "  where th e  worker has become machine and o n e 's  
only o p t io n  i s  th e  one-man r e v o lu t io n ,  make h i s  abhorrence  
e v id e n t .  I t  i s  p r e c i s e l y  because  i t  i s  f r e e  of such systems 
t h a t  th e  s t a t e  o f  Hew Hampshire, hav ing  n o th in g  to  s e l l ,  i s  
c e le b ra te d  more as  a way of l i f e  th a n  a geograph ic  l o c a t i o n :
The hav ing  any th ing  to  s e l l  i s  what
I s  th e  d is g ra c e  i n  man o r  s t a t e  o r  n a t io n  . . .
J u s t  specimens i s  a l l  Hew Hampshire h a s ,
One each o f  e v e ry th in g  as i n  a showcase,
Which n a t u r a l l y  she d o e s n ' t  c a re  t o  s e l l .
In  such a p la c e  one can be  "a good Greek" a s  he says i n  th e
poem, t h a t  i s ,  "A Good Greek Out o f  Hew E ngland,"  as  E l iz a b e th
38Shepley Sergeant once c a l l e d  F r o s t .
^ R o b e r t  F l a c e l i e r e ,  D a ily  L ife  i n  Greece a t  th e  Time 
of P e r i c l e s  (Hew York, 1966), p .  11?.
^ E l i z a b e t h  Shepley S e rg ea n t ,  "A Good Greek ou t o f  
Hew England" i n  T hornton, pp . 14-7-154-. S e rg e a n t 's  a r t i c l e  
i s  more an ec d o ta l  th an  v a lu a b le  f o r  an u n d e rs tan d in g  o f F r o s t ' s  
c l a s s i c a l  background. More c r i t i c a l l y  i n t r i g u i n g ,  though 
s i m p l i s t i c ,  i s  Gorham B. Munson's "A gainst th e  World in  
General" i n  Thornton, pp . 197-206. Munson a rgues  t h a t  F ro s t  
i s  more a "pure" c l a s s i c i s t  th an  e i t h e r  E l i o t  o r Pound; h i s  
c la s s ic i s m  i s  a p ro d u c t o f e x p e r ien c e ,  no t  re a d in g :  " In
comparison w ith  him, E l i o t  and Pound appear f o r m a l i s t i c ,  and 
the  d i s t i n c t i o n  between them and F ro s t  i s  th e  d i s t i n c t i o n  
between n e o -c la s s ic i s m  and c la s s i c i s m ."  Munson m is re p re s e n ts
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For th e  Greek, n o t  on ly  d id  r e t a i l  t r a d e  make one
dependent on o t h e r s ,  i t  e l im in a te d  p r id e  i n  c ra f tsm a n s h ip ,
the  a e s t h e t i c  d im ension o f  work. The tradesm an , to  p a ra p h ra se
K i t t o , does n o t  make any th in g  demanding s k i l l  o r  g iv in g
s a t i s f a c t i o n .  The Greeks took  th e  d i g n i t y  o f  th e  a r t i s t ' s
p ro f e s s io n  f o r  g ra n te d ,  h u t  th e  a r t s  ex tended to  c r a f t s  a s
w e l l ,  v a s e - p a in te r s  o f te n  s ig n in g  t h e i r  work w ith  ohvious p r i d e .  '
That Greek p o t t e r s  would in c lu d e  work scenes from t h e i r  own
shops on th e  p o t s  th e y  made su g g e s ts  t h a t  such  a t r a d e ,  t h a t
i s ,  one in  which th e  i n d iv id u a l  dem onstra ted  s k i l l  and a r t i s t r y ,
was w orthy o f r e c o g n i t io n .
B a p t i s te  i s  a k in d  of Greek c ra f tsm an  i n  F r o s t ' s  poem
"The A x-H elve ." D erived i n  p a r t  from T h o rea u 's  Homeric
AOwoodchopper i n  Walden, t h i s  French-C anadian  woodchopper knows 
w ell th e  d i f f e r e n c e  between h an d le s  made on machine and th o se
F r o s t ,  however, by s t r e s s i n g  t h a t  h i s  c la s s ic i s m  i s  s o l e ly  a 
n a tu r a l  response  to  p e rs o n a l  e x p e r ien c e .
John L ynen 's  The P a s to r a l  A rt o f  Robert F ro s t  (New 
Haven, I960) shows how in d eb ted  th e  po e t  was to  h i s  re a d in g  
in  th e  c l a s s i c s  and how t r a d i t i o n a l l y  l i t e r a r y  h i s  poems a r e .  
Lynen makes c l e a r  t h a t  E F 's  s o - c a l l e d  "pure" c la s s ic i s m  i s  
very  much th e  "neo-" v a r i e t y  Munson a s c r ib e s  to  E l i o t  and Pound.
^ F l a c e l i e r e ,  p .  119.
ho "The Ax-Helve" was p u b l is h e d  i n  1916. In  a l e t t e r  
to  W alte r Eaton in  1915, F r o s t  s a id  t h a t  T h o reau 's  woodchopper 
in  th e  " V is i to r s "  s e c t io n  of Walden "must have had a good d e a l  
to  do w ith  th e  making o f  me" ( S e le c te d  L e t t e r s , p .  182). In  
an in te rv ie w  i n  1916, F ro s t  t r a c e d  th e  o r i g in s  o f  p o e t r y  i t s e l f  
to  th e  woodchopper: "Love, th e  moon, and murder have p o e t r y
in  them by common c o n se n t .  But i t ' s  i n  o th e r  p l a c e s .  I t ' s  
in  th e  ax -hand le  of a French-C anadian  woodchopper" ( In te rv ie w s  
w ith  R obert F r o s t , ed . by Edward Connery Lathem /New York, 19667, 
P. 19)•
The p o r t r a i t s  Thoreau and F r o s t  p a in t  o f  t h e i r  choppers 
a re  th e  same. In t h e i r  woodsmen " th e  anim al man / i s 7  c h i e f l y  
dev eloped ,"  as Thoreau say s .  What i s  n o t  developed i s  th e  
consc iousness  t h a t  makes man more th an  an im al.
carved by hand acc o rd in g  to  th e  g r a in .  His s p e c i a l ,  and o n ly ,
kind  of knowledge q u a l i f i e s  him t o  h a l t  th e  p o e t ' s  swing of
h i s  s to re -b o u g h t  ax:
I 'v e  known e re  now an i n t e r f e r i n g  branch  
Of a ld e r  c a tc h  my l i f t e d  ax beh ind  me.
But t h a t  was in  th e  woods, to  h o ld  my hand 
From s t r i k i n g  a t  a n o th e r  a l d e r ' s  r o o t s ,
And t h a t  was, a s  I  say , an a ld e r  b ran ch .
T h is  was a man, B a p t i s t e ,  who s t o l e  one day 
Behind me on th e  snow i n  my own ya rd  
Where I  was working a t  th e  ch opp ing -b lock ,
And c u t t i n g  n o th in g  n o t  c u t  down a l r e a d y .
He caught my ax e x p e r t ly  on th e  r i s e ,
When a l l  my s t r e n g th  p u t  f o r t h  was in  h i s  f a v o r ,
Held i t  a moment where i t  was, t o  calm me.
B a p t i s te  h a l t s  h i s  f r i e n d ' s  ax to  show him how p o o r ly
made h i s  h an d le  i s .  "Plowing th e  g ra in "  w ith  h i s  t h i c k
f in g e r s ,  he e x p la in s  how i t  ru n s  "Across th e  h a n d le 's  long
drawn s e r p e n t i n e , /  L ike th e  two s t r o k e s  a c ro s s  a d o l l a r  s ig n " ;
c r i t i c i z i n g  th e  a r t i f i c i a l ,  he shows o f f  h i s  knowledge o f wood
and how to  shape i t  i n to  e f f i c i e n t  h a n d le s .  L ike th e  f a b le d
s ta f f -m a k e r  o f  Kouroo in  Walden whose se a rc h  f o r  th e  p e r f e c t
z l is t i c k  e l im in a te s  tim e i t s e l f ,  B a p t i s t e  i s  a k ind  of p r im i t iv e
a r t i s t  working i n  p u re  m a t e r i a l ,  l i b e r a t i n g  th e  form he se e s
w i th in  th e  wood:
He showed me t h a t  th e  l i n e s  o f a good h e lv e  
Were n a t iv e  t o  th e  g r a i n  b e fo re  th e  k n i f e  
Expressed them, and i t s  curves were no f a l s e  cu rves  
Pu t on i t  from w ith o u t .  And t h e r e  i t s  s t r e n g th  l a y  
For th e  hard  work. He chafed  i t s  long  w hite  body 
From end to  end w ith  h i s  rough hand shu t  round i t .
He t r i e d  i t  a t  th e  ey e-h o le  i n  th e  ax -head .
'Hahn, h a h n , ' he mused, ' d o n ' t  need much ta k in g  down.'
See C harles  E. Anderson, "Robert F ro s t :  1874-1963,"
Saturday  Review of L i t e r a t u r e  (Feb. 23, 1963), pp . 17-20. 
Anderson f u l l y  develops  th e  n o t io n  of B a p t i s t e  a s  p r im i t iv e  
a r t i s t  and compares him to  th e  Kouroo c ra f tsm an  in  Walden.
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And lie works f o r  p u re  jo y ,  n o t  f o r  th e  d o l l a r  s ig n ,  knowing
how "to  make a s h o r t  job lo n g /  For th e  love  o f  i t . "
The Greek id e a l  F r o s t  adopted f o r  t h i s  poem, i n  o th e r
words, i s  a proud s e l f - r e l i a n c e ,  th e  k in d  we f in d  i n  H e s io d 's
Works and Days, a poem, s a id  Emerson, " f u l l  of p i e t y  a s  w e ll
as prudence t h a t  th e  p o e t  adap ted  to  a l l  m e r id ia n s  by adding
42the  e th i c s  of works and d a y s . " How l i k e  th e  rugged New
Englander t h i s  Greek poe t i s ,  c u t t i n g  th e  a c tu a l  t im b e r  f o r
h is  plow, d rag g ing  i t  home and hewing i t  i n to  shape t o  work
h is  f i e l d s ;  how l i k e  th e  New England m atrons th e  women of h i s
household a r e ,  sp in n in g  th e  ve ry  wool th ey  w i l l  l a t e r  use  f o r
weaving. H e s io d 's  warning to  th e  r e a d e r ,  which cou ld  w e ll  be
F r o s t ' s ,  i s  t o  go in  f e a r  o f  begg ing , f o r  freedom comes from
working a t  o n e 's  s e l f - a p p o in te d  ta s k :
Gods and men a l i k e  r e s e n t  t h a t  man who, w ith o u t work 
h im s e l f ,  l i v e s  th e  l i f e  of th e  s t i n g l e s s  d ron es , 
who w ith o u t  working e a t  away th e  su bs tance  
o f th e  honeybees ' 
hard  work; your d e s i r e ,  th e n ,  should be  
to  p u t  your works i n  o rd e r  
so t h a t  your b a rn s  may be s tock ed  w ith  a l l  
l i v e l ih o o d  i n  i t s  season .
I t  i s  from work t h a t  men grow r i c h  and own f lo c k s  
and h e rd s ;
by work, to o ,  th e y  become much b e t t e r  f r i e n d s  . . . 
Work i s  no d is g ra c e ;  th e  d is g ra c e  i s  i n  n o t  working. 5
The Greek op in io n  o f  work no t on ly  depended on what th e  
p a r t i c u l a r  job was b u t  on how f r e e  i t  l e f t  th e  p a r t i c i p a n t .
The r e a l  d i f f e r e n c e  between c i t i z e n  and s la v e ,  who could  con­
ce iv a b ly  work a long  s id e  one an o th e r  a t  th e  same jo b ,  was th e
42 "Works and D ays," S e le c t io n s  from Ralph Waldo 
Bnerson, p .  365.
^ H e s io d ,  t r a n s .  by Richmond L a ttim ore  (AmArbor, 19 59)i
P . 55.
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c i t i z e n ' s  a b i l i t y  to  s top  when he wanted to ;  "he cou ld  knock
o ff  and go to  t h e  Assembly, and th e  s la v e  cou ld  n o t . "  As
K it to  t e l l s  u s ,  P i s t i a s ,  a c ra f tsm an , "could  sh u t  up shop
whenever he l ik e d :  'Back tom orrow .' He had an i n t e r e s t i n g
t r a d e ,  he cou ld  t a k e  a p r id e  i n  h i s  work, and i f  custom ers
44did n o t  l i k e  h i s  goods th ey  could  go e lsew h e re ."  Thus, no t 
only was one to  work a t  a job t h a t  s u s ta in e d  h i s  independence, 
bu t  one was a ls o  to  be independent o f  h i s  work, to  be  a b le  to  
lay  down h i s  t o o l s  whenever he w anted, as F ro s t  do es ,  f o r  
example, i n  "A Time to  T a lk ."
Tn t h i s  l i t t l e - k n o w n  l y r i c ,  th e  p o e t  i s  th e  " c i t i z e n "  
in  every  r e s p e c t ,  w ith  h i s  a b i l i t y  to  " sh u t  up shop" when he 
l i k e s  and to  go to  t h a t  most b a s ic  of a s se m b lie s ,  th e  m eeting  
w ith  a f r i e n d .
A Time to  Talk
When a f r i e n d  c a l l s  t o  me from th e  road  
And slows h i s  ho rse  t o  a meaning walk,
I  d o n ' t  s tand  s t i l l  and look  around 
On a l l  th e  h i l l s  I  h a v e n ' t  hoed,
And shou t from where I  am, "What i s  i t ? "
No, n o t  as t h e r e  i s  a t im e  to  t a l k .
I  t h r u s t  my hoe i n  th e  mellow ground,
B lade-end up and f iv e  f e e t  t a l l ,
And p lo d :  I  go up to  th e  s to ne  w a l l
For a f r i e n d l y  v i s i t .
Work on h i s  land  has n o t  t i e d  him down b u t  p ro v ided  an oppor­
t u n i t y  to  c h a t ,  a chance to  f u r t h e r  f r i e n d s h i p s .  In  f a c t ,  had 
he n o t  been  i n  th e  f i e l d  t o  b e g in  w i th ,  no v i s i t  would have 
taken  p la c e .  The b reak  he t a k e s  i s  a p le a s u r a b le  one, n o t  an 
ac t  of d e s p e ra t io n  o r  e x h a u s t io n ,  and he w i l l ,  we im agine,
! \  l \
K itto , p . 243.
r e tu r n  to  h i s  hoe ing  as h a p p i ly  as he l e f t  i t .  He looks a t  
th e  h i l l s  he has y e t  t o  hoe w ith  no anger o r r e g r e t ;  th ey  a re  
simply t h e r e , to  be  worked a t  o r l e f t  as he w i l l s .
The b reak  F ro s t  ta k e s  i n  t h i s  sm all poem i s  n o t  a
pause made f o r  th e  sake o f  work, made, t h a t  i s ,  i n  o rd e r  t o
work. He has n o t  s topped  working f o r  any r e s t o r a t i v e  p ic k -
me-up t h a t  w i l l  r e f r e s h  him and read y  him f o r  h i s  l a b o r s
because he does n o t  f e e l  a need f o r  t h a t  t y p i c a l  c i g a r e t t e
and c o f f e e ,  t h a t  w eek 's  v a c a t io n  in  th e  m ounta ins . The v e ry
work i s  r e l a x in g  and i s ,  i n  a way, l e i s u r e  i t s e l f .  Im p o r ta n t ly
th e  Greek word f o r  l e i s u r e  i s  sk o le  ( th e  L a t in ,  s c o l a ) from
which we d e r iv e  th e  E n g lish  word, " sc h o o l" :  schoo l means
l e i s u r e ,  an o p p o r tu n i ty  to  l e a r n .  L e i s u re ,  in  o th e r  words,
was by no means " l e i s u r e ly "  f o r  th e  Greeks who had l i t t l e  u se
f o r  i d l e n e s s .  The Greek p h rase  sko len  a g e in , "work f o r  l e i s u r e
summarizes a c e n t r a l  q u e s t io n  f o r  A r i s t o t l e  i n  h i s  P o l i t i c s :
"That i s  th e  p r i n c i p a l  p o in t :  w ith  what k in d  of a c t i v i t y  i s
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man to  occupy h i s  l e i s u r e ? "  ^ He who i s  a s la v e  to  h i s  work, . 
unab le  to  l a y  down h i s  t o o l s  when he w an ts ,  he f o r  whom work 
i s  wages and n o th in g  e l s e  i s  in ca p ab le  o f  l e i s u r e  i n  th e  
Greek sense  o f  a c r e a t i v e  and m eaningful ex p e r ien c e .
Thoreau, l i k e  F r o s t  a s tu d e n t  of th e  c l a s s i c s ,  makes
46t h i s  same p o in t  i n  Walden, a book th e  po e t  knew w e l l .  That
^ Q u o te d  by J o s e f  P ie p e r ,  L e isu re :  The B asis  o f
C u ltu re  (New York, 1952), t r a n s .  by A lexander Dru, p . 4-5.
46 In The E a r ly  Y ears , pp . 549-550, Thompson g iv es  
F r o s t ' s  1936 l i s t  of h i s  t e n  f a v o r i t e  books (from Books We 
Like— Six ty -tw o  Answers /B o sto n , 19367, p . 142). Walden
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men le a d  l i v e s  of q u ie t  d e s p e ra t io n  stems i n  l a r g e  p a r t  from
t h e i r  i n a b i l i t y  to  be any th in g  more th an  m achines. R e c e p t iv i ty
and wonder a t  t h e  w orld  a re  l o s t  t o  "those consumed by la b o r ,
those  who i d e n t i f y  l e i s u r e  w ith  id le n e s s :
Most men . . . a re  so occupied  w i th  th e  f a c t i t i o u s  
c a re s  and s u p e r f lu o u s ly  co arse  l a b o r s  o f  l i f e  t h a t  
i t s  f i n e r  f r u i t s  cannot be p lucked  by them. T he ir  
f i n g e r s ,  from e x ce ss iv e  t o i l ,  a re  too  clumsy and 
trem ble  too  much f o r  t h a t .  A c tu a l ly ,  th e  la b o r in g  
man has n o t  l e i s u r e  f o r  a t r u e  i n t e g r i t y  day by day; 
he cannot a f f o r d  to  s u s t a i n  th e  m a n l ie s t  r e l a t i o n s  
to  men; h i s  l a b o r  would be d e p re c ia te d  in  th e  l a r - . n  
k e t .  He has no tim e to  be an y th ing  b u t  a m achine. ’
T horeau 's  own ex p er ien ce  d u r in g  h i s  two y e a r  s ta y  a t
Walden i s  i t s e l f  an i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f th e  Greek id e a  of l e i s u r e .
Though co n s id e red  im poss ib ly  la z y  by h i s  Concord ne ighbors
(much as F ro s t  was by h i s  Derry f r i e n d s ) ,  he d id  a g r e a t  d ea l
of c r e a t i v e  work t h e r e ,  e x p lo r in g  n a tu re  and h im s e l f ,  com pleting
th e  m anuscrip t o f  h i s  f i r s t  book, A Week on th e  Concord and
Merrimack R iv e r s . L e isu re  f o r  him was a tim e to  work, to  f r o n t
e s s e n t i a l  f a c t s ,  t o  d ig  deep ly  i n to  h i s  own l i f e .  Time never
hung heavy on h i s  hands as  i t  d id  f o r  some v i s i t o r s  to  Walden:
G i r l s  and boys and young women g e n e ra l ly  seemed 
g lad  to  be i n  th e  woods. They looked i n  th e  pond 
and a t  th e  f lo w e rs ,  and improved t h e i r  t im e .  Men 
of b u s in e s s ,  even fa rm e rs ,  though t on ly  of s o l i tu d e  
and employment, and of th e  g r e a t  d i s ta n c e  a t  which 
I  dw elt from something o r  o th e r ;  and though th ey  
s a id  th e y  loved a ramble i n  th e  woods o c c a s io n a l ly ,  
i t  was obvious th e y  d id  n o t .  R e s t l e s s ,  committed 
men, whose tim e was a l l  tak e n  up i n  g e t t i n g  a 
l i v i n g  o r  keep ing  it.^"®
i s  l i s t e d  t h i r d  b eh ind  The Odyssey and Robinson C rusoe . The 
r e l a t i o n s h i p  between D e fo e 's  novel and Walden i s  d is c u sse d  in  
Chapter IV o f  t h i s  s tu d y .
^ H e n ry  David Thoreau, The Variorum Walden (New York,
1962), p . 27 .
^Thoreau, p. 155*
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This g lad n ess  a t  lo o k in g  i n to  a pond, o r  i n t o  snow- 
f i l l e d  woods, comes from a n o th e r  a t t i t u d e  toward work and 
l e i s u r e  th an  t h a t  h e ld  by th o se  " r e s t l e s s ,  committed" n e ig h b o rs  
of e i t h e r  Thoreau o r F r o s t .  To see a pond a s  " th e  eye o f  th e  
world" and woods as  " lo v e ly ,  da rk  and deep" su g g e s ts  a s p i r i t u a l  
c a p a c i ty  la c k in g  in  th e  u t t e r l y  p r a c t i c a l ,  workaday w orld , th e  
world t h a t  views w a te r  as so many u n i t s  of h y d r o e l e c t r i c  power 
and t r e e s  as board  f e e t  of lum ber. T h is  i s  th e  w orld  t h a t  
needs v a c a t io n s  (an unknown concept f o r  th e  Greek and c o lo n i s t  
a l i k e ) ,  t h a t  makes a c l e a r  d i s t i n c t i o n  betw een work and tim e 
from i t ,  t h a t  cannot u n d e rs tan d  work and l e i s u r e  as  p a r t s  o f  
a rhythm ic whole.
What saved work from b e in g  d rudgery  f o r  th e  f i r s t  New 
Englanders was t h i s  v e ry  s p i r i t u a l  c a p a c i ty ,  t h e i r  b e l i e f  t h a t  
what th ey  d id  meant something more th a n  m a te r i a l  g a in .  So too  
d id  th e  Greeks see  h ig h e r  s ig n i f i c a n c e  in  work; i t  was a way 
of a c h ie v in g  s e l f - d e f i n i t i o n  and th e  l e i s u r e  th e y  so p r i z e d .
In  o th e r  words, i n  b o th  t r a d i t i o n s ,  work was n o t  v a lu ed  in  
and f o r  i t s e l f  b u t  a s  a means to  n o b le r  ends.
But we must h e re  make one v e ry  im p o rtan t  d i s t i n c t i o n  
t h a t  r e l a t e s  d i r e c t l y  to  F r o s t ' s  p o e t r y .  I f  s e l f - r e l i a n c e  and 
l e i s u r e  were th e  key c o n s id e r a t io n s  o f  th e  work ex p er ien ce  
f o r  th e  Greek, community and e f f o r t  were most im p o rtan t  to  th e  
e a r ly  s e t t l e r s  i n  New England. The P u r i t a n  i d e a l  was th e  
s u rv iv a l  and advancement o f  God's community, and work was n o t
ZlQto  be  p r o f i t a b l e  b u t  rew ard ing . y T h is  i d e a l  o f  i n t e r d ependence 
no' John C o t to n 's  remark i n  The Way o f  L i f e  confirm s t h i s  
p o in t :  " i f  thou  h a s t  no c a l l i n g ,  tendency  to  p u b l iq u e  good,
thou  a r t  an u n c lean e  b e a s t"  ( M i l le r ,  p .  4 1 ) .  M i l le r  concludes
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was one F r o s t  le a rn e d  from h i s  r e l i g i o u s  mother who b e l ie v e d  
deep ly  t h a t  th e  g o a l  o f  o n e 's  work was what she c a l l e d  "dear  
h u m a n i t y . T h i s  was n o t  a n  a sp e c t  o f  th e  New England 
h e r i t a g e  t h a t  th e  p o e t  r e a d i l y  a c c e p te d .  In s te a d ,  i t  was one 
h i s  Greek v a lu e s ,  i n  p a r t ,  u rg ed  him to  r e s i s t .  The Greeks 
b e l ie v e d  in  th e  s e l f — " I t  i s  from work t h a t  men grow r i c h  and 
own f lo c k s  and h e rd s " — and w hether men should  work to g e th e r  
or a p a r t  F ro s t  was nev er  f i n a l l y  a b le  to  d e c id e ,  as we s h a l l  
see in  C hapter V. I t  s u f f i c e s  t o  say now t h a t  th e s e  c u r io u s ly  
complementary t r a d i t i o n s ,  th e s e  p ro d u c ts  of th e  p o e t ' s  o u t -  
and indoor s c h o o l in g ,  a re  p a r t  o f  what F r o s t  co n s id e re d  h i s ,  
and m an 's ,  most d i f f i c u l t  t a s k :  th e  keep in g  o f  b a la n c e .  The
problem of e q u i l ib r iu m  i s  one he  r e t u r n s  to  c o n s t a n t ly ,  t h a t  
d e l i c a t e  b a la n c e  betw een s e l f  and o th e r ,  husband and w ife ,  
s a n i ty  and madness.
The New England and Greek d i a l e c t i c  and th e  w o rk - le i s u re  
i s s u e  so c e n t r a l  to  i t  a re  an i n t e g r a l  p a r t  of t h i s  b a la n c in g  
a c t .  When th e  s c a le s  t i p  and work becomes an end i n  i t s e l f ,  
when compulsion o r  c irc u m sta n ce s  d im in ish  th e  b a la n c in g  and 
p o s i t i v e  q u a l i t i e s  o f  l e i s u r e ,  when th e  s p i r i t u a l  c a p a c i ty  has 
van ish ed  f o r  w hatever re a so n ,  th e  r e s u l t s  a re  madness, l o n e l i n e s s ,  
even d e a th .  A look a t  th e  many case  h i s t o r i e s  o f  th e  overworked 
in  F r o s t ' s  p o e t r y  make t h i s  need f o r  b a la n c e  p a i n f u l l y  c l e a r .
t h a t  "no m a t te r  how much he o u t s t r ip p e d  h i s  f a t h e r s  i n  w ea lth ,  
one would, by rem aining  an a s c e t i c  i n  th e  m ids t  of p r o s p e r i t y ,  
ab ide  by th e  covenan t— e s p e c i a l l y  by th e  e x te r n a l  covenant, 
w i th in  which th e  management, f o r  p u b l ic  good, o f  e x te r n a l  
p o s s e s s io n s  so l a r g e l y  f e l l "  (p .  4-1).
-^See Chapter V, n o te  5*
CHAPTER I I I  
A TURN TOO MJCH
When should  we s top  work i s  a q u e s t io n  F ro s t  asks 
o f te n  i n  h i s  poems. I t  i s  a q u e s t io n  we s h a l l  examine c lo s e ly  
in  t h i s  c h a p te r  as we look  a t  t h e  many examples o f  overwork 
the  p o e t  g iv e s  u s .  When i s  t h e r e  "danger o f a t u r n  too  much," 
he asks  s p e c i f i c a l l y  i n  "The G r in d s to n e ,"  a t u r n  t h a t  makes 
more a c t u a l l y  l e s s ,  th e  b lad e  t h in n e r  n o t  s h a rp e r :
The th in g  t h a t  made me more and more a f r a i d  
Was t h a t  w e 'd  ground i t  sharp  and h a d n 't  known, 
And now were on ly  w asting  p re c io u s  b la d e .
And when he r a i s e d  i t  d r ip p in g  once and t r i e d  
The c reepy  edge of i t  w ith  wary to u ch ,
And viewed i t  over h i s  g la s s e s  funny-eyed ,
Only d i s i n t e r e s t e d l y  to  dec id e
I t  needed a t u r n  more, I  cou ld  have c r i e d
W asn 't  t h e r e  danger o f a t u r n  too  much?
M ig h tn 't  we make i t  worse i n s t e a d  of b e t t e r ?
I  was f o r  le a v in g  something to  th e  w h e t te r .
"The G rindstone"  i s  based  on F r o s t ' s  ex perience  on
Loren B a i l e y ' s  farm i n  Salem i n  th e  summer of 1889. B a i le y  
i s  th e  " F a th e r -T im e -l ik e  man" o f  th e  poem, a ta sk m a s te r  i n  
what he d id ,  much to  th e  young m an 's  dismay who would have 
p r e f e r r e d  to  be  e lsew h ere . F ro s t  has more fu n  i n  th e  poem, 
however, th a n  he had on th e  jo b .  He b e g in s  i t  i n  w in te r ,  th e  
g r in d s to n e  s a d ly  and co m ica l ly  out i n  th e  c o ld ,  a l l  th e  o th e r  
farm m achinery s a f e ly  i n s i d e .  The po e t  c o n sc io u s ly  commits 
th e  p a t h e t i c  f a l l a c y  h e re ,  p la y in g  on our sympathy f o r  t h i s  
r u s t i n g  machine " s ta n d in g  ou td oo rs  hungry, i n  th e  c o ld ,"  and 
t e a s e s  us w ith  th e  easy  symbol of th e  "o ld  app le  t r e e "  by 
which i t  s t a n d s .  Indeed , th e  e n t i r e  poem i s  a k ind  of spoof
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of the  c o n v e n t io n a l ly  p o e t i c  as F ro s t  am usingly r e c o l l e c t s  
w ithout t r a n q u i l l i t y  h i s  "boyhood ex p erien ce  a t  th e  g r in d ­
s to ne .
But as u su a l  i n  F r o s t  such parody  o f th e  s e n t im e n ta l  
has meaning l a r g e r  th a n  l a u g h te r .  I t  i s  F r o s t ' s  way of 
u rg ing  u s  to  look  "beyond th e  q u a in t  g r in d s to n e  by th e  k n a r le d  
o l '  app le  t r e e  i n  New England to  th e  n a tu re  of work i t s e l f  
and our a ttachm en t to  i t .  The poe t  knows th e r e  i s  a t im e  to  
q u i t  and th e  man on th e  g r in d s to n e  (o f  w hatever k in d )  does 
n o t .  Mounted a t  th e  w heel, he g r in d s  away seem ingly f o r e v e r ,  
unaware of th e  d im in ish in g  r e t u r n s  o f  h i s  l a b o r s ,  th e  b la d e  
wearing t h i n .  The poem su g g e s ts  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  a v a lu e  i n  
s topp ing  g u s t  as t h e r e  i s  i n  do ing . The g r in d e r  i s  "funny­
eyed," in  o th e r  words, no t  on ly  because  he i s  n e a r - s ig h te d  
b u t  a lso  because  he i s  overworked. Caught up i n  th e  sp in n in g  
of th e  w heel, he lo s e s  p r o p o r t io n ,  f o r g e t t i n g  t h a t  th e  purpose  
of h i s  work i s  to  sha rp en  th e  b la d e ,  and works "funny-eyed" 
and f r e n z ie d  f o r  th e  work i t s e l f .
C le a r ly ,  much o f  th e  poem i s  b u i l t  around a b o y 's  
r a t i o n a l i z a t i o n s —he wants t o  stop  work and lo oks  f o r  re a so n s :  
" I  could  have fo u n d /  A b e t t e r  way to  p a ss  th e  a f t e r n o o n /  Than 
g r in d in g  d is c o rd  out of a g r in d s to n e ."  He h i t s  on a good one, 
t h a t  "danger of a t u r n  too  much," one t h a t  th e  p o e t  b e l i e v e s  
i n  and h im se lf  tu r n s  t o  a g a in  and a g a in  w ith  t e r r i f y i n g  
s e r io u s n e s s .  At t im e s ,  we a l l  need to  be "saved from work," 
as F ro s t  says  i n  "Out, O u t- ,"  even f o r  th e  h a l f  hour "a boy 
counts /o n 7  so much."
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The boy i n  "Out, O u t- ,"  one of F r o s t ' s  d a rk e s t  poems,
i s  indeed "Doing a m an 's  w ork," u n l ik e  th e  y o u th fu l  p o e t  in
"The G rindstone"  who p la y s  a t  working, whose t a s k  i s  tem porary ,
whose job i s  a summer one. In  c o n t r a s t ,  th e  atm osphere h e re
i s  autumnal: th e  wood i s  b e in g  c u t  i n  p r e p a r a t io n  f o r  w in te r ,
"day /T s7  a l l  b u t  done ,"  l i g h t ' s  b r i e f  cand le  b u rn in g  o u t .
"Though a c h i ld  a t  h e a r t , "  th e  boy i s  t r a p p e d ,  th o se  "Five
mountain ran ges"  of Vermont more a w a ll  around him th a n  a
source of b e a u ty ;  i n s t e a d  o f  swinging from h i s  f a t h e r ' s  t r e e s ,
he i s  fo rc e d  by th e  s e r io u s  need f o r  warmth to  c u t  them down.
The buzz saw s n a r le d  and r a t t l e d  i n  th e  y a rd  
And made d u s t  and dropped s to v e -1 en g th  s t i c k s  o f  wood, 
S w ee t-scen ted  s t u f f  when th e  b ree ze  drew a c ro ss  i t .  
And from t h e r e  th o se  t h a t  l i f t e d  eyes cou ld  count 
Five m ountain rang es  one beh ind  th e  o th e r  
Under th e  su n se t  f a r  i n t o  Vermont.
And th e  saw s n a r le d  and r a t t l e d ,  s n a r le d  and r a t t l e d ,
As i t  r a n  l i g h t ,  o r  had to  b e a r  a lo ad .
And n o th in g  happened: day was a l l  b u t  done.
C a ll  i t  a day, I  w ish th e y  might have s a id  
To p le a s e  th e  boy by g iv in g  him th e  h a l f  hour 
That a boy counts  on so much when saved from work.
The need to  be  "saved from work" su g g e s ts  t h a t  work i s
somehow th e  enemy, a v i l l a i n  one needs p r o t e c t i o n  from. But 
th e re  i s  no p r o t e c t i o n  h e re .  There i s  no f a t h e r  i n  th e  poem; 
in  f a c t ,  t h e r e  seem to  be no p a r e n t s  a t  a l l .  I t  i s  h i s  s i s t e r  
who c a l l s  him to  su pper ,  n o t  h i s  m other, and i t  i s  he who does 
th e  "man's work" around th e  house . The young "couple"  appear
to  l i v e  i n  an "exposed n e s t , " ^  too  e a r l y  in tro d u c e d  to  h a rd sh ip
"The Exposed Nest" i s  a poem t h a t  touches  on t h i s  
i s s u e  o f  th e  p o t e n t i a l  k i l l i n g  power o f  work. During hay ing , 
" the  c u t t e r  b a r"  has l a i d  b a re  a n e s t  o f  young b i r d s ,  "d efense­
l e s s  to  th e  h e a t  and l i g h t . "  The "m o the r-b ird "  i s  n o t  t h e r e ,  
and th e  f e a r  i s  t h a t  she w i l l  n o t  r e t u r n  to  such "a change of 
scen e ."  The young b i r d s  a re  faced  w ith  "too  much world a t  
once."  The p o e t  and h i s  m ate, most p ro b ab ly  h i s  w ife ,  b u i ld
and i s o l a t i o n ,  too  soon made to  work. There i s  no l e i s u r e ,  
th e re  cannot he  i t  seems, f o r  to  su rv iv e  i s  indeed to  do.
The d a rk e s t  i r o n y ,  th en ,  i s  t h a t  th e  s t r u g g le  to  su rv iv e  can 
k i l l —by overdo ing , th e  boy d i e s .
U n fo r tu n a te ly ,  he was n e v e r  one o f  th o s e  who " l i f t e d
eyes" toward th e  m ountain ranges  around him, th e  d i s t a n t
v i s t a s  t h a t  might have g iv en  him a v an tag e  p o in t  toward h i s
work and l i f e .  The h i l l s i d e ,  however, i s  where Robert F ro s t
l i k e s  t o  s i t  w ith  h i s  sen se  of p e r s p e c t iv e  toward th e  comings
and go ings of men. As he su g g es ts  i n  "The Vantage P o in t , "
h i s  v i s i o n  i s  whole, b o th  t e l e -  and m ic ro scop ic  e n ab l in g  him
to  see th e  l a r g e s t  and s m a l le s t  of m a t te r s :
I f  t i r e d  of t r e e s  I  seek a g a in  mankind,
Well I  know where to  h ie  me— i n  th e  dawn,
To a s lo p e  where th e  c a t t l e  keep th e  lawn.
There amid l o l l i n g  ju n ip e r  r e c l i n e d ,
Myself unseen , I  see  i n  w hite  d e f in e d
Far o f f  th e  homes o f  men, and f a r t h e r  s t i l l ,
The g rav e s  of men on an opposing h i l l ,
L iv ing  o r  dead, w hichever a re  to  mind.
And i f  by noon I  have too  much of t h e s e ,
I  have b u t  to  t u r n  on my arm, and l o ,
The sunburned h i l l s i d e  s e t s  my fa c e  aglow,
My b re a th in g  shakes th e  b l u e t  l i k e  a b re e z e ,
I  sm ell  th e  e a r t h ,  I  sm ell th e  b ru i s e d  p l a n t ,
I  look  in to  th e  c r a t e r  o f  th e  a n t .
"R ec lin ed ,"  i n  l e i s u r e ,  he seeks and s e e s ,  b u t  th o se  who a re
too  w e ll  v e rsed  in  coun try  t h i n g s , t h in g s  l i k e  th e  e a r ly  d e a th
of a boy a t  work, have a h a rd e r ,  l e s s  d i s ta n c e d ,  respon se  to
a "sc reen"  and "give them back  t h e i r  sh a d e ,"  though n e i t h e r  
r e tu r n s  to  f i n d  ou t w hether th e  sm all  b i r d s  l i v e d  o r  d ie d .
Each " tu rn ed  to  o th e r  t h i n g s , "  a s  do th o se  a t  th e  end o f  "Out, 
O u t- ."  "The Exposed Nest" su g g es ts  R F 's  worry over h i s  
r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  h i s  c h i ld r e n  and th e  i n e v i t a b l e  e a r ly  
exposure to  th e  f a c t s  o f  l i f e  t h a t  "co u n try  th in g s "  r e s u l t  i n .
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l i f e .  For them, t h e r e  i s  no tim e to  dream o f  what might 
have been , f o r  w in te r  i s  coming and r e a d in e s s  i s  a l l :  "And
th ey , s in c e  t h e y /  Were no t th e  one dead, tu rn e d  to  t h e i r  
a f f a i r s . "
This "country"  resp o n se  to  d e a th  i s  p r e c i s e l y  t h a t
fe a re d  by Amy i n  "Home B u r i a l , "  one o f s e v e ra l  o f  F r o s t ' s
poems in v o lv in g  an i s o l a t e d  co u p le .  I t  i s  t h i s  resp o n se  she
sees and h a te s  i n  h e r  husband, t h a t  t u r n in g  to  "everyday
co n ce rn s ,"  a s  she c a l l s  them, i n  th e  f a c e  of d e a th .  Her way,
in  c o n t r a s t ,  i s  t o  dwell upon w h a t 's  happened, and th e  c o n f l i c t
between h e r  p a s s i v i t y  and h i s  w i l l  t o  work i s  a t  th e  h e a r t
of th e  poem. W hile .she  r e t r e a t s  a f t e r  th e  d e a th  o f t h e i r
c h i ld ,  he sh o v e ls  th e  grave f u r i o u s l y ,  "Making th e  g ra v e l
leap  and le a p  in  a i r , "  su g g e s t in g  t h a t  work i t s e l f  i s  h i s
brand o f  s t r a t e g i c  r e t r e a t ,  h i s  way to  s u rv iv e :
I f  you had any f e e l i n g s ,  you t h a t  dug
With your own hand—how could  you?—h i s  l i t t l e  grave;
I  saw you from t h a t  v e ry  window t h e r e ,
Making th e  g ra v e l  le a p  and le a p  i n  a i r ,
Leap u p , l i k e  t h a t ,  and land  so l i g h t l y  
And r o l l  back  down th e  mound b e s id e  th e  h o le .
I  th o u g h t,  Who i s  t h a t  man? I  d i d n ' t  know you.
And I  c r e p t  down th e  s t a i r s  and up th e  s t a i r s  
To look  a g a in ,  and s t i l l  your spade kep t  l i f t i n g .
The c o n f l i c t  i s  f u r th e r e d ,  of c o u rs e ,  by t h e i r  la c k
of communication. He i s  b l u n t ,  unab le  t o  speak c a r e f u l l y ,
more a t  ease w ith  sh o v e ls  and axes th a n  words which " n e a r ly
always g ive  o f f e n c e ."  His "rum bling v o ice"  and seem ingly
c a l lo u s  remarks a re  what so u p se t  h e r  when he comes i n  from
d igg ing  th e  g rav e :
Then you came i n .  I  h e a rd  your rum bling v o ice  
Out i n  th e  k i tc h e n ,  and I  d o n ' t  know why,
But I  went n e a r  to  see w ith  my own eyes.
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You could  s i t  t h e r e  w ith  th e  s t a i n s  on your shoes 
Of th e  f r e s h  e a r th  from your own h a h y 's  grave  
And t a l k  about your everyday c o n ce rn s .
You had s too d  th e  spade up a g a in s t  th e  w a ll  
O utside  t h e r e  i n  th e  e n t r y ,  f o r  I  saw i t .  . . .
I  can r e p e a t  th e  v e ry  words you were say ing :
'Three foggy mornings and one r a i n y  day
W ill r o t  th e  b e s t  b i r c h  fe n c e  a man can b u i l d . '
Think of i t ,  t a l k  l i k e  t h a t  a t  such a tim e!
What had how long  i t  t a k e s  a b i r c h  to  r o t  
To do w ith  what was i n  th e  darkened p a r lo r ?
The r o t t i n g  o f a b i r c h  fence  has f o r  F ro s t  a g r e a t
dea l more to  do w ith  what i s  i n  t h a t  darkened p a r l o r  th a n  i t
does f o r  e i t h e r  o f h i s  c h a r a c t e r s .  The g r i e f - s t r i c k e n  Amy
c e r t a i n l y  se e s  no th in g  b u t  c r u e l t y  b eh in d  h e r  h u sb a n d 's  words
and h e , workhorse t h a t  he i s ,  too  busy  even to  n o t i c e  th e  g raves
th e  window " fram e s ,"  i s  h a rd ly  a symbol-maker. He i s ,  however,
c l e a r l y  p reo c cu p ie d  w ith  d e a th  and s u r v iv a l  and u n w i t t in g ly
chooses th e  v e ry  number o f th e  g r a v e y a r d 's  h e a d s to n e s ,  t h r e e
and one, f o r  th e  t im e  i t  t a k e s  t o  r o t  a b i r c h  fe n c e :
There a re  t h r e e  s to n e s  of s l a t e  and one of m arb le , 
B road-shou ldered  l i t t l e  s l a b s  th e r e  i n  th e  s u n l ig h t  
On th e  s i d e h i l l .  . . .
'Three foggy m ornings and one r a i n y  day
W ill r o t  th e  b e s t  b i r c h  fen ce  a man can b u i l d . '
But h i s  concern  i s  u t t e r l y  p r a c t i c a l ,  w ith  th e  a c tu a l  r e b u i ld in g
of a fe n c e ,  and n o t  w i th  what t h a t  p ro c e s s  of b u i ld in g  means,
i t s  f i n a l  s i g n i f i c a n c e .  He i s  n o t ,  in  s h o r t ,  a " s y n e c d o c h is t ,"
j u s t  a ha rd  worker, a P u r i t a n  w ith o u t  v i s io n .
For th e  p o e t ,  on th e  o th e r  hand, what app ea rs  an 
"everyday concern" i s  r e a l l y  a much l a r g e r  one. The fe n c e s  
we b u i ld ,  w hether o f  b i r c h  o r  s to ne  o r  love  i t s e l f ,  w i l l  always 
r o t  i n  th e  end; th e  s t a y s  a g a in s t  c o n fu s io n  a man s e t s  up to
save h im se lf  a re  f o r e v e r  b re a k in g  down. Here i s  why "Home
B u ria l"  i s  so da rk  a poem: th e  d e a th  o f  th e  c h i l d  means more
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th an  th e  end o f  one l i f e ,  sad a s  t h a t  i s ;  i t  means th e  end 
of th e  c o u p le 's  un io n . Love has  f a i l e d .  In  s h o r t ,  as  th e  
t i t l e  su g g e s ts ,  home i t s e l f  i s  b u r ie d  by th e  poem 's end.
Though a k ind  o f s h o r t - te rm  s a l v a t io n  f o r  th e  husband, 
work i n  "Home B u r ia l"  c o n t r i b u te s  to  th e  c o u p le 's  f i n a l  
d e s t r u c t io n .  His c u rse  i s  to  work w ith o u t  a sense  o f  th e  
s ig n i f ic a n c e  of h i s  work; he i s  t i e d  to  th e  g r in d s to n e ,  to  
w i l l  i t s e l f  (which i s  h i s  and th e  poem 's l a s t  w ord), unaware 
of th e  dangers  of a t u r n  to o  many. Amy, i n  c o n t r a s t ,  has  too  
l i t t l e  w i l l  and seem ingly  no work a t  a l l  to  s u s t a i n  h e r  even 
te m p o ra r i ly .  Both a r e ,  o f  c o u rse ,  more s inned  a g a in s t  th a n  
s in n in g  i n  t h i s  and a re  one o f  th e  s e v e ra l  p o r t r a i t s  F r o s t  
g ives  u s  o f  th e  i s o l a t e d  Hew England poo r  s t r u g g l in g  to  s u rv iv e .
How c lo s e  th e  s t o r y  of "Home B u r ia l"  i s  to  F r o s t ' s
own l i f e  i s  a m a t te r  of c o n je c tu r e .  In  h i s  many p u b l ic  and
p r i v a t e  r e a d in g s ,  he nev er  once read  th e  poem, t e l l i n g  Lawrence
2Thompson i t  was sim ply " ' t o o  s a d '"  t o  read  a lo u d . F r o s t  
always c laim ed t h a t  th e  g e n e s is  o f  th e  poem was th e  m a r i t a l  
unhapp iness  t h a t  overtook  t h e i r  f r i e n d s ,  H a th an ia l  and Leona 
Harvey, a f t e r  t h e i r  f i r s t  c h i l d  d ie d  i n  1895- But th e  connec­
t io n  o f th e  poem w ith  th e  F r o s t s ,  th e  d e a th  o f  t h e i r  f o u r - y e a r -  
o ld  son i n  1900, and th e  consequent em otional s t r a i n  on t h e i r  
m arriage  i s  to o  c lo se  t o  be ig n o red .  As Thompson n o te s ,
E l i n o r ' s  tendency  was to  w ithdraw  i n to  h e r s e l f ,  away from h e r  
husband, when u p s e t ;  she was a b ro o d e r ,  and a f t e r  E l l i o t t ' s  
d e a th ,  a s  F r o s t  became p a i n f u l l y  aware, " h i s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w ith
^The E a r ly  Y ears , pp . 597-598.
E lin o r  had n o t  developed a s  he had hoped. He was now convinced
th a t  he loved  h e r  much more th an  she loved  him."-'
E l in o r  was a ls o  th e  worker i n  th e  fa m ily .  D esp i te  h e r
warnings to  f r i e n d s  (such  a s  h e r  l e t t e r  to  John B a r t l e t t ' s
w ife on th e  need o f l e a rn in g  " th e  a r t  of ' l e t t i n g  th in g s  g o '" ^ ) ,
she was under c o n s ta n t  s t r a i n :
' .  . . I  h a v e n ' t  t e e n  f e e l in g  a t  a l l  w e ll  f o r  
th r e e  o r  fo u r  weeks . . . q u i te  worn o u t .  The 
household  and te a c h in g  and th e  excitem ent o f 
m eeting  so many peop le  c o n s t a n t ly  / i n  England.7, 
has a lm ost t e e n  too  much f o r  me. Three weeks ago 
I  f e l t  t h a t  I  was on th e  edge of complete 
nervous p r o s t r a t i o n ,  t u t  I  p u l le d  out o f  i t  and 
am f e e l i n g  c o n s id e r a t ly  t e t t e r  n o w . '5
E ro s t  once s a id  t h a t  e v e ry th in g  he ever  w rote  he d id  under
E l i n o r ' s  in f lu e n c e ,  and one wonders how much of E l in o r  and
h i s  own g u i l t  i s  i n  poems l i k e  "The H i l l  Wife" and "A S ervan t
to  S e rv a n ts ,"  poems t h a t  l i k e  "Home B u r ia l"  connect overwork,
madness, and m a r i t a l  d i s c o rd .
The s i t u a t i o n  i n  th e  l a s t  s e c t io n  o f  "The H i l l  Wife"
p a r a l l e l s  th e  o v e r a l l  one i n  "Home B u r i a l . "  The em otional
^The E a r ly  Y ears , p .  261.
^The E a r ly  Y e a rs , p .  44-9* The f u l l  c o n te x t  o f h e r
advice  i s  as  fo l lo w s :  ^ '1  hope, my~*dear, t h a t  you do n o t  t r y
to  do too  much housework. I  t h in k  i t  i s  v e ry  n e c e s sa ry  f o r  
you to  ta k e  good c a re  o f  y o u r s e l f  f o r  s e v e ra l  y e a rs  to  come, 
and you must l e a r n  th e  a r t  o f " l e t t i n g  th in g s  go" j u s t  as  I
had to  l e a r n  i t  lo n g , lon g  ago. How cou ld  I  ever have l iv e d
th rough  th o se  y e a r s  when th e  c h i ld r e n  were l i t t l e  t o t s  i f  I  
had been  a t  a l l  f u s s y  about my housework? Do no t t r y  t o  cook 
much—wash d i s h e s  on ly  once a day and use  no rooms except 
k i tc h e n ,  bedroom and s i t t in g - r o o m ,  and h i r e  someone to  come i n  
and sweep up once i n  two w e e k s . '"
E l i n o r ' s  l i f e  makes c l e a r ,  however, t h a t  she had t r o u b le  
ta k in g  h e r  own a d v ic e .  She may have l e f t  d is h e s  in  th e  s in k  on 
occasion  b u t  was n ev e r  a b le  to  " l e t  t h in g s  go" e m o tio n a l ly .
^The E a r ly  Y e a rs , p . 44-9.
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d is ta n c e  between th e  man and w ife  i s  d e sc r ib e d  i n  term s of 
work. She i s  f r e e ,  hav ing  no work t o  do and no fa m ily  to  
concern h e r ,  b u t  h e r  freedom se rv e s  on ly  to  in c r e a s e  th e  
l o n e l in e s s  d e sc r ib e d  i n  th e  poem 's f i r s t  fo u r  s e c t i o n s — 
she has n o th in g  to  do b u t  dream. In  c o n t r a s t ,  th e  husband 
seems always busy  a t  h i s  ou tdoor c h o re s ,  hav ing  a m ascu line  
ro le  t o  f u l f i l l  w hile  she , w ith o u t c h i l d ,  has no r o l e  a t  a l l :
I t  was to o  lo n e ly  f o r  h e r  t h e r e ,
And too  w ild ,
And s in c e  t h e r e  were b u t  two o f  them,
And no c h i l d ,
And work was l i t t l e  i n  th e  house,
She was f r e e ,
And fo llow ed  where he furrow ed f i e l d ,
Or f e l l e d  t r e e .
Not on ly  i s  she c h i l d l e s s ,  she i s  h u sb an d less  to o .  
Wanting com panionship, she goes w ith  him to  h i s  work, b u t  
th roughout th e  poem, th e y  do n o t  t a l k .  S e c t io n s  I  and I I I  
a re  th e  w i f e ' s  l y r i c  monologues, "song/~s_7 on ly  to  h e r s e l f , "  
and I I ,  IV, and V a re  th i r d - p e r s o n  n a r r a t i v e s  by th e  p o e t .  
Never once do husband and w ife  communicate, a s i t u a t i o n  empha­
s iz ed  a t  th e  end of th e  poem by  th e  h u sb a n d 's  c a l l  t h a t  she 
never answers:
She r e s t e d  on a lo g  and to s s e d  
The f r e s h  c h ip s ,
With a song only  t o  h e r s e l f  
On h e r  l i p s .
And once she went to  b reak  a bough 
Of b la c k  a ld e r .
She s t r a y e d  so f a r  she s c a r c e ly  heard  
When he c a l l e d  h e r—
And d i d n ' t  answer— d i d n ' t  speak—
Or r e t u r n .
She s to o d , and th e n  she ra n  and h id  
In  th e  f e r n .
He nev er  found h e r ,  though he looked 
Everywhere,
And he asked a t  h e r  m o th e r 's  house 
Was she t h e r e .
Sudden and sw if t  and l i g h t  as  t h a t  
The t i e s  gave,
And he le a rn e d  o f f i n a l i t i e s  
B esides  th e  g rave .
The focus  o f  t h i s  poem i s  em otional s u rv iv a l  and th e  
d e l i c a t e  b a la n c e  needed to  m a in ta in  i t .  W ithout work th e  
wife i s  v u ln e r a b le ,  lo n e ly  and f e a r f u l ,  w ith  no way to  g ive  
he r  l i f e  shape, to  ward o f f  th e  w i n t e r ' s  n i g h t .  Overworked, 
th e  husband i s  unab le  to  communicate, to  sense  th e  d e s p e ra t io n  
of h i s  w ife ,  and l e a r n s  too  l a t e  o f  madness, t h a t  f i n a l i t y  
"Besides th e  g ra v e ."
Work, madness, and love  a re  th e  dominant themes as  
w ell  o f  F r o s t ' s  pow erfu l "A S erv an t to  S e rv a n ts ."  A d ram atic  
monologue o f  th e  Browning s t r i p e ,  th e  e n t i r e  poem i s  a momentary 
s ta y  a g a in s t  co n fu s io n  f o r  th e  sp eak e r ,  a lo n e ly  woman con­
demned l i k e  S isyphus to  doing work t h a t  "wont' s t a y  done ."
Her rock  t o  push i s  th e  fe e d in g  o f  hungry ro ad  hands, " h ire d  
men" who th em se lves  can do n o th in g  b u t  work, a th a n k le s s  job 
f o r  which she g e ts  l i t t l e  su p p o r t  from h e r  husband Len whose 
l i f e  motto i s  " th e  b e s t  way out i s  always th ro u g h ."  She l i v e s  
in  h e l l  and speaks to  th e  nameless l i s t e n e r ,  a s  Guido da 
M o n te fe l tro  does t o  Dante, from h e r  t o r t u r e  of r o u t in e .
The poem i s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  e f f e c t i v e  a s  a monologue 
because o f  th e  d ram a tic  co n te x t  F ro s t  e s t a b l i s h e s .  We have 
a v e ry  c l e a r  sense o f  a l i s t e n e r  as w e ll  as  speaker i n  th e  
poem; in d eed , because  th e  " p e r s o n a l i ty "  o f  th e  l i s t e n e r  i s  
so w e ll  e s t a b l i s h e d ,  th e  p l i g h t  of th e  woman i s  t h a t  much
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more p o ig n a n t .  He i s  a f o i l  to  h e r ,  camping f o r  a w h ile  on
th e  c o u p le 's  lan d  by Willoughby Lake, ab le  to  " l e t  t h in g s
more l i k e  f e a t h e r s  r e g u l a t e /  /H is7  going and coming." She,
in  c o n t r a s t ,  i s  im prisoned , h e r  on ly  chance t o  g e t  away from
work a chance to  t a l k  to  someone l i k e  him, w ith  no r e a l  hope
of escape i t s e l f :
I  s 'p o s e  I 'v e  g o t to  go th e  road  I 'm  going:
Other f o l k s  have t o ,  and why s h o u ld n ' t  I?
I  a lm ost th in k  i f  I  cou ld  do l i k e  you,
Drop e v e ry th in g  and l i v e  out on th e  ground—
But i t  m ight b e ,  come n ig h t ,  I  s h o u ld n ' t  l i k e  i t ,
Or a long  r a i n .  I  should  soon g e t  enough,
And be g lad  of a good ro o f  overhead .
As h e r  comments h e re  su g g e s t ,  h e r  p r i s o n  i s  as  much a
m ental a s  a p h y s ic a l  one. She h e r s e l f  i s  h e l l ,  f o r ,  more th a n
any th ing , work has  d ra in e d  h e r  of f e e l i n g  no t f i l l e d  h e r  w ith
i t ,  a c o n d i t io n  th e  s h a t t e r e d  iambs and sen tence  fragm ents
of h e r  speech make t e r r i b l y  r e a l :
I  p rom ised  m yself to  g e t  down some day 
And see  th e  way you l i v e d ,  b u t  I  d o n ' t  know!
With a h o u se fu l  of hungry men to  feed  
I  guess y o u 'd  f i n d .  . . .  I t  seems t o  me 
I  c a n ' t  exp ress  my f e e l i n g s ,  any more 
Than I  can r a i s e  my v o ice  or want to  l i f t  
My hand (oh, I  can l i f t  i t  when I  have t o ) .
Did ever you f e e l  so? I  hope you nev e r .
I t ' s  go t so I  d o n ' t  even know f o r  sure
Whether I  am g la d ,  s o r ry ,  o r  any th in g .
T h e re 's  n o th in g  b u t  a v o i c e - l i k e  l e f t  i n s id e  
That seems to  t e l l  me how I  ought to  f e e l ,
And would f e e l  i f  I  w a sn 't  a l l  gone wrong.
There i s  no "meaning" t o  h e r  work, no sense  of symbol 
behind f a c t ,  no romance to  r e a l i t y .  The la k e  she sees  from 
h e r  k i t c h e n  window i s  h a rd ly  T ho reau 's  "eye of th e  world" b u t  
"some o ld  runn ing  r i v e r /  Cut sh o r t  a t  b o th  en ds ."  Her v i s i o n  
i s  shaped by th e  p l a t e s  she has to  wash and th e  e n d le ss
b i s c u i t s  she must bake; a s la v e  to  work and w orkers , she i s
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not f r e e  to  dream, "To s te p  ou tdoo rs  and ta k e  th e  w a te r  
d a z z l e . "
The woman l i v e s  on th e  v e rg e  o f  breakdown, and 
madness i s  p a r t  of h e r  f a m i ly 's  p a s t .  Haunted by th e  s to r y  
of h e r  f a t h e r ' s  b r o t h e r ,  "c ro ssed  i n  love" and lo ck ed  i n  a 
cage in  h e r  p a r e n t ' s  house , she knows h e r  need f o r  r e s t f u l  
change. Change was, i n  f a c t ,  th e  re a so n  she and Len moved 
to  th e  la k e ,  b u t  "Somehow th e  change wore out l i k e  a p r e s c r i p ­
t i o n . /  And t h e r e ' s  more to  i t  th a n  j u s t  window v ie w s /  And 
l iv in g  by a l a k e . "  The "more to  i t "  i s ,  o f  c o u rs e ,  a change 
in  v i s i o n ,  n o t  l o c a t i o n ,  a new way o f  see in g  o n e 's  l i f e  and 
work, a f r e s h  p e r s p e c t iv e  t h a t  d e s p i t e  a Walden Pond o r  
Willoughby Lake no move to  th e  co u n try  w i l l  e n su re .
As th e  move he u rged  su g g e s ts ,  Len wants to  h e lp  h i s  
w ife b u t  i s  too  busy h im s e l f ,  working as  h a rd  as  she does , 
"from sun to  su n ."  "But work a i n ' t  a l l , "  she rem arks, and 
he r  concern  w ith  h e r  mad u n c le  sh o u tin g  " love  th in g s "  i n  th e  
n ig h t  t o  th e  e a r s  of h e r  m other, a young b r i d e ,  su g g e s ts  t h a t  
t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  se rv a n t  t o  s e r v a n ts  has h e r s e l f  been  c ro sse d  
in  lo v e .  As i s  th e  case  w ith  Amy and th e  h i l l  w ife ,  t h e r e  i s  
no communication in  h e r  l i f e  e i t h e r ;  t h e r e  i s  no one th e r e  to  
l i s t e n ,  Len f o r e v e r  working.
Here th e  r o l e  o f  th e  camper becomes most im p o r tan t ;  
he i s  th e  husband she l a c k s ,  a b le  and w i l l i n g  to  h e a r  h e r  o u t ,  
a b e t t e r  communicator i n  h i s  s i l e n c e  th an  th e  husband i n  "Home 
B uria l"  i n  h i s  stum bling  words o r  Len w ith  h i s  work e th i c  
c l i c h e s  and s i m p l i s t i c  s o lu t io n s .  She wants h e r  g u e s t  to  
s ta y  because  she needs him and " to  be kep t"  from work; most
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of a l l ,  she needs th e  chance to  t a l k  he p ro v id e s .  Having 
someone to  l i s t e n  i s  th e  "best fen ce  she can f o r  th e  moment 
b u i ld ,  and th e  e n t i r e  monologue i s  h e r  l a t e s t  i n  a l i n e  of 
" p r e s c r ip t io n s "  t h a t  h e lp  h e r  to  g e t  by . The poem i s  t h a t  
momentary r e s t  from la b o r  she d e s p e r a te ly  needs and t h a t  so 
qu ick ly  ends when th e  l i s t e n e r  r i s e s  to  le a v e :
But th e  th in g  o f  i t  i s ,  I  need to  b£  k e p t .
T h e re 's  work enough to  do—t h e r e ' s  always t h a t ;
But b e h in d 's  beh ind . The w orst t h a t  you can do
I s  s e t  me back  a l i t t l e  more b eh in d .
I  s h a n ' t  c a tc h  up i n  t h i s  w orld , anyway.
I ' d  r a t h e r  y o u 'd  n o t  go u n le s s  you must.
" T h e re 's  work enough to  do—t h e r e ' s  always t h a t , "  as 
she say s ,  and such a d e s p e ra te  s ta tem en t  su g g e s ts  t h a t  th e  
break  she ta k e s  h e re  i s  more escape th a n  l e i s u r e .  Work i s  
something she d re a d s ,  and f e a r  o f  work makes genuine l e i s u r e  
im p o ss ib le .  While i n  poems l i k e  "Mowing" o r  "The T uft of 
Flowers" work i s  a k in  to  p r a y e r ,  q u ie t  and j o y f u l ,  work in  
"A S ervan t to  S e rv an ts "  i s  r o u t in e ,  monotonous and e t e r n a l .
The poem i s ,  i n  o th e r  words, a m a s te r fu l  p o r t r a i t  o f  d e s p a i r ,  
and as  th e  modern p h i lo s o p h e r  Joseph P ie p e r  su g g e s ts ,  " d e s p a i r  
and th e  in c a p a c i ty  f o r  l e i s u r e  a re  t w i n s . T h e  r o l e  o f  
l e i s u r e  i n  o n e 's  l i f e ,  P ie p e r  reminds u s ,  was f i r s t  exp ressed  
in  G enes is , God approving  o f  His work, r e s t i n g  on th e  sev en th  
day o f c r e a t i o n .  L ike Him, " In  l e i s u r e  man, to o ,  c e l e b r a te s  
th e  end o f  h i s  work by a llow ing  h i s  in n e r  eye t o  dw ell f o r  
a w hile  upon th e  r e a l i t y  of th e  C re a t io n .  He looks  and he 
a f f i rm s :  i t  i s  good." But t h e r e  i s  no sense  o f t h i s
^Pieper, p . 27.
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a f f i r m a t io n  in  F r o s t ' s  d ram atic  monologue; th e  sp eak e r ,  and
her husband, a re  sim ply too  overworked to  p o sse s s  t h a t
" re c e p t iv e  a t t i t u d e  of mind" and " c a p a c i ty  f o r  s te e p in g
o n e se lf  i n  th e  whole o f  c re a t io n "  t h a t  P ie p e r  d e f in e s  as
7c e n t r a l  t o  th e  l e i s u r e  e x p e r ie n c e . '
I n t e r e s t i n g l y ,  P i e p e r ' s  n o t io n s  on l e i s u r e  r e l a t e  to  
"A fter  Apple P ic k in g ,"  th e  poem t h a t  im m edia te ly  fo l lo w s  "A 
Servant to  S e rv an ts"  i n  N orth o f B oston . P ie p e r  sees  a con­
n e c t io n  between s le e p  and l e i s u r e  t h a t  i s  d i r e c t l y  a p p l ic a b le  
to  th e  poem:
L e isu re  i s  n o t  th e  a t t i t u d e  o f mind of th o se  
who a c t i v e l y  i n te r v e n e ,  b u t  o f  th o se  who a r e  open 
to  e v e ry th in g ;  n o t  o f  th o se  who g rab  and g rab  h o ld , 
b u t  o f  th o se  who lea v e  th e  r e i n s  lo o se  and who a re  
f r e e  and easy  them se lves— alm ost l i k e  a man f a l l i n g  
a s le e p ,  f o r  one can on ly  f a l l  a s le e p  by ' l e t t i n g  
o n e s e l f  g o . ' S le e p le s sn e s s  and th e  i n c a p a c i ty  f o r  
l e i s u r e  a re  r e a l l y  r e l a t e d  to  one a n o th e r  i n  a 
s p e c ia l  s e n se ,  and a man a t  l e i s u r e  i s  n o t  u n l ik e  
a man a s le e p .  H e r a c l i tu s  th e  Obscure observed 
of men who were a s le e p  t h a t  th e y  too  'were busy 
and a c t iv e  i n  th e  happenings of th e  w o r l d . ' When 
we r e a l l y  l e t  our minds r e s t  c o n te m p la t iv e ly  on a 
ro se  i n  bud, on a c h i l d  a t  p la y ,  on a d iv in e  
m ystery , we a re  r e s t e d  and qu ickened  as though by 
a d ream less  s l e e p .  Or as th e  Book of Job says 
'God g iv e th  songs i n  th e  n i g h t '  (Job XXXV, 10 ) .  
Moreover, i t  has always been  a p io u s  b e l i e f  t h a t  
God sends h i s  good g i f t s  and h i s  b l e s s in g s  i n  
s le e p .  And i n  th e  same way h i s  g r e a t ,  im p e r ish ab le  
i n t u i t i o n s  v i s i t  a man i n  h i s  moments o f  l e i s u r e .
I t  i s  i n  th e s e  s i l e n t  and r e c e p t iv e  moments t h a t  
th e  so u l  o f man i s  sometimes v i s i t e d  by an  awareness 
of what h o ld s  th e  w orld t o g e t h e r . 8
"A fte r  Apple P ick ing"  i s  a k ind  of "song i n  th e  n ig h t , "  
a " b le s s in g "  re c e iv e d  from th e  d a y 's  a c t i v i t i e s .  I t  i s ,  in  
s h o r t ,  a c e l e b r a t i o n  o f work and r e s t  and a poem v e ry  much 
l i k e  "Mowing." The sp eak e r ,  presum ably P r o s t ,  has enjoyed
^ P ie p e r ,  p .  28. 
®Pieper, pp . 28-29.
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p ick in g  a p p le s ,  and th e  f a t i g u e  he f e e l s  a t  th e  end o f  th e  
day i s  g r a t i f y i n g ,  no t  e x h a u s t in g .  There i s  s t i l l  work to  
he done ("My long tw o -p o in te d  l a d d e r ' s  s t i c k i n g  th ro u g h  a 
t r e e /  Toward heaven s t i l l " )  a s  t h e r e  i s  always work to  do i n  
"A Servant to  S e rv a n ts ,"  h u t  th e  to n e  h e re  su g g e s ts  t h a t  th e  
poet lo oks  forw ard  to  what he h as  l e f t  f o r  tomorrow. He may 
he " o v e r t i r e d "  h u t  i s  w e ll  on h i s  way to  s le e p ,  h a rd ly  
haunted hy da rk  dreams as  i s  th e  h i l l  w ife .  His dreams 
in s te a d  a re  o f  what he has  done; th ey  a re  v i s i o n s  o f  th e  
d a y 's  r e a l i t y ,  of th e  work accom plished:
But I  was w e ll
Upon my way to  s le e p  b e fo re  i t  f e l l ,
And I  cou ld  t e l l
What form my dreaming was ahout to  t a k e .
M agnified a p p le s  appear and d is a p p e a r ,
Stem end and hlossom end,
And every  f l e c k  of r u s s e t  showing c l e a r .
His dreams, i n  o th e r  words, a re  l i t e r a l l y  th e  f r u i t s  of h i s
la b o r s ,  "M agnified a p p le s ,"  f a c t  and dream as  one.
As th e  t i t l e  em phasizes, th e  ex p er ien ce  of th e  poem 
i s  a f t e r  th e  a p p le s  have been  p ic k e d , when l e i s u r e  as  we 
o r d i n a r i l y  th in k  of i t  i s  p o s s ib l e .  But a g a in  we must he 
c a r e f u l  to  d i s t i n g u i s h  l e i s u r e  from id l e n e s s .  As i t  was f o r  
bo th  th e  Greek and P u r i t a n ,  l e i s u r e  f o r  F r o s t  i s  th e  v e ry  
op posite  o f i d l e n e s s ;  i t  i s  i n s t e a d  an  o p p o r tu n i ty  to  c o n s id e r  
to  see more c l e a r l y ,  to  "m agnify ."  I t  i s  a chance to  u n i te  
th e  d i s p a r a t e  ex p e r ien c es  o f th e  d a y 's  work and to  s o r t  o rd e r  
from chaos. I t  i s  i n  a sense  a "momentary s ta y  a g a in s t  con­
fu s io n ,"  F r o s t ' s  d e f i n i t i o n  o f p o e t ry  i t s e l f .  Indeed , as  
l e i s u r e  grows n a t u r a l l y  from work so too  does p o e t r y  f o r  F ro s t
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p o e try  o r i g i n a t e s  from m an 's  work and M s  t o o l s ,  th e  sc y th e ,
q
th e  h o e ," th e  ax -hand le  o f a F rench-C anadian  woodchopper."
In  "A fte r  A pp le -P ick ing"  t h i s  co n n ec tio n  between th e  
dreams of l e i s u r e  and p o e t r y  i s  e s p e c i a l l y  e v id e n t .  As some 
c r i t i c s  have n o t e d , o n e  o f  F r o s t ' s  concerns i n  th e  poem i s  
a e s t h e t i c ;  i t  i s  p o s s ib l e  t o  read  th e  poem a s  a s ta te m e n t  on 
the  o r i g in s  of p o e t r y .  But our i n t e r e s t  f o r  th e  moment i s  
no t w ith  a e s t h e t i c s  p e r  se b u t  w ith  th e  v a lu e  o f  l e i s u r e  i n  
o n e 's  l i f e ,  a v a lu e  dem onstra ted  p a r t i c u l a r l y  by th e  c o n t r a s t  
between t h i s  poem and th e  one t h a t  p rec ed e s  i t .  Here, l e t  us 
r e tu r n  t o  Joseph P ie p e r  whose id e a s  on l e i s u r e  a re  c u r io u s ly  
c lose  to  F r o s t ' s .
P ie p e r  i s  c a r e f u l  to  d i s t i n g u i s h  betw een i d l e n e s s ,  o r  
a c e d ia , and th e  l e i s u r e  e x p e r ie n c e .  Acedia i s  s l o t h  and a 
cause f o r  r e s t l e s s n e s s ;  i t  i s  a l s o ,  a cco rd in g  to  P ie p e r ,  th e  
u l t im a te  cause o f th e  "work f o r  w o rk 's  sake" e th i c  t h a t  
" ren d e rs  l e i s u r e  im p o s s ib le ,"  f o r  " l e i s u r e  i s  on ly  p o s s ib le  
when a man i s  a t  one w ith  h im s e l f ,  when he a c q u ie sc e s  i n  h i s  
own b e in g .  C e r ta in ly ,  th e  e ase  of rhyme and enjambment 
as w e ll  as th e  o v e r a l l  q u ie t  of " A fte r  A pple-P ick ing"  suggest 
t h i s  k in d  o f  a cq u ie sce n ce .  There i s  an inw ardness to  th e  
poem, a s i l e n c e  most u n l ik e  "A Servan t to  S e rvan ts"  i n  which
^See C hapter I I ,  n o te  4-0-
■^See e s p e c i a l l y  C lean th  Brooks and Robert Penn Warren, 
U nderstanding P o e t r y , 3rd ed. (New York, 1963), pp . 362-369; 
b ich a rd  P o i r i e r ,  Robert F r o s t ;  The Work o f  Knowing (New York, 
1977), pp. 291-300.
11P ie p e r ,  p .  27.
the  woman must t a l k — she i s  d e s p e ra te  to  he h e a rd .  L e isu re
f o r  P ie p e r  i s  "a form o f  s i l e n c e ,  o f  t h a t  s i l e n c e  which i s
th e  p r e r e q u i s i t e  o f th e  app rehens ion  o f r e a l i t y , "  f o r ,  as
12he says , "on ly  th e  s i l e n t  h e a r ."
Above a l l ,  a c e d ia  i s  a m an 's renouncing  " the  c la im
im p l i c i t  i n  h i s  human d i g n i t y . "  As P ie p e r  says , "he does
not want to  be as  God w ants him t o  b e ,  and t h a t  u l t i m a t e l y
means t h a t  he does n o t  w ish  to  be  what he r e a l l y ,  fundam ent- 
13a l l y ,  i s . " ^ T h is  i s  th e  d e s p a i r  t h a t  K ie rkegaard  i d e n t i f i e s
14in  The S ickness  Unto Death a s  th e  " r e f u s a l  t o  be o n e s e l f . "
In  P i e p e r ' s  words, " the  n o t io n  of a c e d ia  means t h a t  a  man does
n o t ,  i n  th e  l a s t  r e s o r t ,  g ive  th e  consen t  o f h i s  w i l l  to  h i s
own b e ing ;  t h a t  b e n ea th  th e  dynamic a c t i v i t y  o f h i s  e x is te n c e ,
IShe i s  s t i l l  no t  a t  one w ith  h im s e l f . "  ^
To be f u l l y  human and i n  to u ch  w i th  o n e s e l f  i s  o f  
c e n t r a l  im portance to  F r o s t .  C o n t in u a l ly ,  he asks  what 
s e p a ra te s  man from b e a s t ,  human from h o r s e ,  a q u e s t io n  
i n e x t r i c a b ly  l in k e d  to  th e  work and l e i s u r e  i s s u e .  L et us 
use " A fte r  A pple-P ick ing"  as an example. The poem ta k e s  
p lac e  i n  a f a l l e n  world a s  a l l  F r o s t ' s  poems do. The speaker 
l i k e  Adam i s  o b l ig e d  to  work, p ic k in g  th e  m y th ica l  f r u i t s  o f 
th e  knowledge o f good and e v i l .  But work has  g iven  him more
■^Pieper, p .  27.
" ^ P ie p e r ,  p .  25.
14Quoted by P ie p e r ,  p .  25.
^ P iep e r ,  p .  25.
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than  th e  in n o cen t woodchuck w i l l  ever  know; i t  has g iven  
him l e i s u r e  and th e  chance to  dream. As R ichard  P o i r i e r  says 
s u c c in c t ly ,  "Labor. . . i s  b o th  one o f  th e  u n f o r tu n a te  
consequences o f  th e  F a l l  and a way o f  overcoming them, o f  
tran sfo rm ing  them in to  f o r tu n a t e  ones."'*'® L e is u re ,  to o ,  as 
i t  i s  p a r t  o f  work, i s  a r e s u l t  of t h a t  F a l l .  Thus, th e  p o e t ' s  
" t ro u b le"  i n  h i s  s le e p  i n  "A fte r  Apple P ick ing"  i s  n o t  
" tro u b le "  a t  a l l .  He u se s  th e  word i r o n i c a l l y .  He w i l l  
dream, b u t  h i s  a b i l i t y  to  dream su g g e s ts  h i s  human c a p a c i ty  
to  t ra n s fo rm  r e a l i t y  in to  v i s i o n , t o  see  meaning in  what i s .
Tn c o n t r a s t ,  th e  woodchuck s le e p s  sound ly . Like Amy's 
husband o r  Len o r  F r o s t ' s  n e ighb o r  lu g g in g  ro ck s  " l i k e  an 
o ld -s to n e  savage armed," he has on ly  h i s  d a i l y  t a s k  to  perfo rm . 
He fo ra g e s  f o r  food and s le e p s  i n  h i s  burrow. With no c a p a c i ty  
fo r  l e i s u r e ,  he w i l l  n o t ,  as i t  were, "go beh ind  h i s  f a t h e r ' s  
saying" to  ask what t h a t  say ing  means. C e r ta in ly ,  a woodchuck 
i s  n o t  expec ted  t o  ask q u e s t io n s  b u t  a man i s ,  and man i s  b u t  
a woodchuck, acco rd in g  to  F r o s t ,  when he w i l l  no t seek th e  
s ig n i f ic a n c e  o f  what he does and s e e s .  To a sk ,  as F ro s t  does 
in  "D esign ,"  what a moth in  a s p i d e r ' s  web means i s  m an 's  
human o b l ig a t io n  and h i s  cu rse  t o  know, a b le s s in g .
F ro s t  sh a re s  w ith  Emerson e s p e c i a l l y  t h i s  concern  
w ith what makes u s  man. For b o th ,  i t  i s  our a b i l i t y  to  se e .  
F r o s t ' s  c h a r a c te r s  f r e q u e n t ly  s u f f e r  from what Emerson in  a 
l e t t e r  to  M argaret F u l l e r  c a l l e d  "o p th a lm ia ,"  a d e f ic ie n c y  
in  human v i s io n .  To see  i s  paramount t o  Emerson, and th e
1®Poirier, p. 293.
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most com plete man, th e  p o e t ,  i s  he "whose eye can i n t e g r a t e
17a l l  th e  p a r t s , "  who i s  v e ry  l i t e r a l l y  a " s e e r . "  ' In  F r o s t ,  
overwork r e s u l t s  i n  a k in d  o f b l in d n e s s ,  and th e  u l t im a te  
r e s u l t  o f  t u r n in g  th e  g r in d s to n e  wheel too  many tim es  i s  a 
v i s io n  t h a t  i s  "funny-eyed" n o t  "m ag n if ied ."  Like th e  fa rm er 
in  th e  poem "The M ountain ,"  fo r e v e r  p lo d d ing  beh ind  h i s  oxen, 
F r o s t ' s  s e rv a n ts  have n e i t h e r  tim e no r  i n c l i n a t i o n  to  climb 
th e  h i l l  th e y  have "worked around th e  fo o t  o f a l l  / t h e i r  
l i v e s / "  t o  "see  new t h in g s . "
F r o s t ' s  v e r s io n  o f  Em erson 's  " se e r"  i s  th e  " s e e k e r ."
Whether se a rc h in g  a " s a tu r a t e d  meadow" f o r  "Rose Pogonias"
or th e  to p  o f  a m ountain  f o r  "a view round th e  w o rld ,"  th e
seeker i s  he who i s  w i l l i n g  and a b le  to  go beyond th e  c l i c h e s
of h i s  f a t h e r  t o  ask  why:
Before I  b u i l t  a w a ll  I ' d  ask  to  know 
What I  was w a l l in g  i n  or w a l l in g  o u t ,
And to  whom I  was l i k e  to  g iv e  o f fe n c e .
Work s u s ta in s  and i n t e r e s t s  F r o s t ' s  seek e r ;  i t  does n o t ,  how­
ever ,  dominate him to  th e  p o in t  o f  b l in d n e s s .  He i s  a b le ,  i t  
seems, to  b a la n c e  what he must do w ith  what he wants to  do and 
to  f i n d  tim e  f o r  b o th  money and f lo w e r s ,  f o r  law yers  and c h i ld r e n ,  
as he seeks l i k e  th e  p r o t a g o n i s t  i n  "The S e lf -S e e k e r"  f o r  
meaning in  l i f e .
17'T here  i s  an im p o rtan t  d i s t i n c t i o n  t h a t  must be made 
h e re ,  however, between Em erson 's and F r o s t ' s  ways of s e e in g .  
Bnerson w ishes to  be  "a t r a n s p a r e n t  e y e b a l l "  when i n  n a tu re ;  
t h a t  i s ,  he w ishes  to  be  absorbed i n  n a tu r e ,  n o t  to  be  a t  a l l  
bu t  to  have n a tu re  flow th rou gh  him, "each and a l l . "  F r o s t ' s  
concern i s  w ith  an ang le  o f v i s i o n .  He does no t w ish  to  merge 
w ith  n a tu r e  b u t  t o  s tan d  back from i t ,  to  ach iev e  "a van tage  
p o in t"  from which he may se e .  The d i s t i n c t i o n  between th e s e  
two ways of see in g  su g g e s ts  l a r g e r  d i f f e r e n c e s  betw een Emerson 
and F ro s t  t h a t  a r e  d is c u s se d  in  C hapter IV o f t h i s  s tu d y .
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T he 'B roken  One," a s  th e  p r o t a g o n i s t  i s  c a l l e d  because  
of an i n ju r y  a t  th e  m i l l ,  h a s  a v i s i o n  t o  s u s t a i n  him beyond 
h i s  work. Work, i n  f a c t ,  was n e a r ly  h i s  d e s t r u c t io n  a s  i t  
a c tu a l ly  t r i e d  to  devour him, b o th  h i s  l e g s  be ing  chewed o f f  
by th e  w ater  w heel. But a s  he i s  saved p h y s i c a l ly  from be ing  
a cog i n  h i s  own m achinery  so too  i s  he "saved from w ork ,"  
as F ro s t  says i n  "Out, O u t- ,"  by an a t t i t u d e  t h a t  a llo w s him 
to  see more to  l i f e  th a n  t o i l  and money. He i s  saved by a 
sense of wonder and m ystery  t h a t  makes him a s  much l i k e  th e  
l i t t l e  g i r l  Anne i n  th e  poem a s  e i t h e r  o f th e  two men.
His nephew W i l l i s ,  a p p r o p r i a t e ly  nicknamed W ill  (co u ld  
t h i s  a ls o  be th e  name of Amy's husband in  "Home B u r i a l " ? ) ,  
sees only  f i n a n c i a l  l o s s  i n  th e  s a l e  o f th e  m i l l  f o r  f i v e  
hundred d o l l a r s  and th e  law yer o n ly  g a in .  N e i th e r  s e e s  
anyth ing  i n  th e  f lo w e rs  " the  Broken One" lo v e s  b u t  Anne who 
b r in g s  him a Ram's Horn o rc h id  f o r  a g i f t .  She knows t h e r e  
i s  v a lu e  o f  a n o th e r  k ind  i n  growing th in g s  and l i k e  th e  unseen  
mower i n  "The T u ft  o f  F lowers" i s  c a r e f u l  n o t  to  c u t  them a l l :  
" I  wanted th e r e  shou ld  be some nex t y e a r . "  To th e  law y er ,
Anne and h e r  f lo w e rs  a re  b u t  "A p r e t t y  i n t e r lu d e "  and to  
W i l l i s ,  th e  f lo w ers  a re  n o th in g  b u t  a n o th e r  commodity h i s  
unc le  i s  lo s in g  money on:
'But you r  f lo w e rs ,  man, y o u 'r e  s e l l i n g  out your 
f l o w e r s . '
'Yes, t h a t ' s  one way t o  p u t  i t — a l l  th e  f lo w e rs
Of every  k in d  everywhere i n  t h i s  re g io n
For th e  n ex t  f o r t y  summers— c a l l  i t  f o r t y .
But I 'm  n o t  s e l l i n g  th o s e ,  I 'm  g iv in g  them;
They never  earned  me so much as one cen t  . . . '
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"The Broken O ne's" f lo w e rs  a re  w o r th le s s  i n  any m arket 
p la c e ,  i n  a w orld , t h a t  i s ,  t h a t  honors b o th  th e  l a w y e r 's  
and nephew 's am b it io n . T h e ir  am b itions  a r e ,  a f t e r  a l l ,  th e  
same, one w anting to  g a in ,  th e  o th e r  t o  sav e , each  w anting 
to  g e t  ahead. N e i th e r ,  however, has  th e  r e c e p t i v i t y  t o  l i f e  
and c a p a c i ty  f o r  wonder t h a t  " th e  Broken One" sh a re s  w ith  
Anne. But he i s  n o t  Anne, and h i s  p o s i t i o n  i n  th e  poem, l i k e  
t h a t  of th e  p o e t  i n  "S topping  By Woods," i s  a mean between 
two ex trem es. A worker no t  d e s tro y ed  by h i s  work, having  
l i t e r a l l y  escaped such d e s t r u c t i o n ,  he i s  s t i l l  n o t  a c h i ld  
and knows he must s e l l  th e  m i l l  i n  o rd e r  t o  l i v e .  But, l i k e  
Anne among th e  f lo w e rs ,  he does n o t  want more th an  he n eed s , 
the  thousand W ill  u rg es  him to  ho ld  ou t  f o r .  P r a c t i c a l  and 
dreamy, h i s  l i f e  i s  a h e a l th y  though d i f f i c u l t  b a la n ce  of 
need and d e s i r e .
As Lawrence P e r r in e  h as  r i g h t l y  n o ted ,  t h e r e  i s  i ro n y
in  b o th  th e  p r o t a g o n i s t ' s  name and th e  poem 's t i t l e .  Broken
in  body though he i s ,  th e  "Broken One" i s  whole i n  s p i r i t ,
and in  th e  u s u a l  sense  o f th e  word, i s  no t a s e l f - s e e k e r  a t
a l l .  He r e f u s e s  to  w aste  h i s  l i f e  squab b ling  over money.
But i n  a deeper  way, as P e r r in e  goes on t o  say , he i s  indeed
a se ek e r ,  seek ing  to  p re s e rv e  " h i s  e s s e n t i a l  i d e n t i t y ;  he i s
18l i t e r a l l y  a seek e r  o f s e l f . "  Such a s e a rc h ,  i n t im a te ly
■^Lawrence P e r r in e ,  "The Sense of F r o s t ' s  'The S e l f -  
S e e k e r , '"  Concerning P o e t r y , no. 7 (197^)? P* 5» P e r r in e  goes 
on to  compare i n  a no te  th e  p o e t  i n  "Two Tramps i n  Mud Time" 
to  th e  "Broken One": "The u n i t i n g  o f  a v o c a t io n  and v o c a t io n
i s  an i d e a l ,  something to  be aimed a t ,  no t something o f te n  o r  
e a s i l y  ach iev ed . One p e rso n  ou t o f thousands ea rn s  h i s  l i v i n g  
on what he would be doing anyway had he no l i v i n g  t o  make. For
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connected w ith  work and l e i s u r e  as  i t  i s ,  i s  a r e c u r r e n t  one
in  F r o s t ,  one t h a t  i s  c e n t r a l  e s p e c i a l l y  to  th e  t h r e e  poems
we s h a l l  conclude t h i s  c h a p te r  w i th ,  "The W oodpile," "The
Death o f  th e  H ired  Man," and "The Gum-Gatherer."
"Out w alking  i n  th e  f ro z e n  sqamp one g ray  d ay ,"  th e
speaker i n  "The Woodpile" i s  u n c e r t a i n  o f "both h i s  d e s t i n a t i o n
and lo c a t i o n .  What i s  c e r t a i n ,  however, i s  h i s  se a rc h  f o r
something, h i s  d e s i r e  to  s e e ;
I  paused  and s a id ,  " I  w i l l  t u r n  hack from h e re .
Wo, I  w i l l  go on f a r t h e r — and we s h a l l  s e e ."
The h a rd  snow h e ld  me, save where now and th e n
One fo o t  went th ro u g h . The view was a l l  i n  l i n e s
S t r a ig h t  up and down o f  t a l l  s l im  t r e e s  - 
Too much a l i k e  to  mark o r  name a p la c e  by
So as  to  say f o r  c e r t a i n  I  was h e re
Or somewhere e l s e :  I  was j u s t  f a r  from home.
His i s  a jou rney  out i n t o  th e  w orld , ' " a  l i t t l e  voyage
of d is c o v e ry ,  ' a s  F ro s t  once c a l l e d  th e  a c t  o f  w r i t in g
i t s e l f .  Indeed , some c r i t i c s  have co n s id e re d  "The W oodpile,"
l ik e  "A fte r  A p p le -P ic k in g ,"  as  a  camouflaged s ta te m e n t  by
20F ro s t  on th e  o r i g in s  and r o l e  o f  p o e t ry  m  h i s  l i f e .  But
the  p o e t  who w rote  'Two Tramps i n  Mud Time' t h i s  u n i f i c a t i o n  
would have meant ea rn in g  h i s  l i v i n g  w r i t in g  p o e try .  He never 
p e r f e c t l y  ach ieved  i t :  he p a r t i a l l y  sup po rted  h im s e l f  by farm­
ing o r  te a c h in g  o r  l e c t u r i n g  f o r  most of h i s  l i f e .  For s e r io u s  
p o e ts  i n  th e  modern w orld , in d eed , such u n i f i c a t i o n  has become 
im p o ss ib le .  Wo p o e t  of s t a t u r e  i n  r e c e n t  t im es  has  supp o rted  
h im se lf  th ro u g h  p o e t ry  a lo n e .  The s i t u a t i o n  i s  h a r d ly  b e t t e r  
fo r  c o l l e c t o r s  and c l a s s i f i e r s  of w ild  f lo w ers"  (pp. 7 - 8 ) .
Both th e  p o e t  and th e  "Broken One," in  o th e r  words, 
have chosen "something l i k e  a s t a r "  to  gu ide  them th rou gh  
l i f e ' s  c o n fu s io n .  This s t a r  i s  th e  u n i t i n g  o f what th e y  have 
to  do w ith  what th e y  want to  do; i t s  l i g h t  i s  a source  of 
so lace  i n  a dark  w orld .
■^Quoted by R eg ina ld  L. Cook, "An E q u i l i b r i s t ' s  F ie ld  
of V is io n ,"  M assach u se tts  Review, v o l .  15 (197^), P* 287.
2 0 See in particular Lynen, pp. 143-145.
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the  poem has a n o th e r ,  e q u a l ly  im p o rtan t  meaning; i t  d e a ls  
w ith  a way o f se e in g  and l i v i n g  o n e 's  l i f e .  R eceptive  t o  
th e  world around him, th e  speaker i s  "busy" a t  l e i s u r e ,  one 
of th o se  "who a re  open to  e v e ry th in g ,"  a s  P ie p e r  says , one 
who d is c o v e rs  th e  "handiwork" o f  a n o th e r  l i k e  h im s e l f ,  f o r ­
ever " tu rn in g  to  f r e s h  t a s k s . "  R e sp i te  th e  u n c e r t a in  fo o t in g  
in  th e  ha rd  snow, th e r e  i s  no t e r r o r  i n  th e  s p e a k e r 's  v o ic e ,  
and though unsu re  o f  where he i s ,  he i s  n o t  a f r a i d :  " I  was
j u s t  f a r  from home." He has t h a t  s e l f - p o s s e s s io n  and van tage  
p o in t  t h a t  a llow s him to  laug h  no t on ly  a t  th e  f r ig h te n e d  
b i rd  b u t  a t  h i m s e l f :
A sm all  b i r d  f lew  b e fo re  me. He was c a r e f u l  
To p u t  a t r e e  between u s  when he l i g h t e d ,
And say  no word to  t e l l  me who he was
Who was so f o o l i s h  as  to  t h in k  what he th o u g h t .
He th o u g h t t h a t  I  was a f t e r  him f o r  a f e a t h e r —
The w hite  one i n  h i s  t a i l ;  l i k e  one who ta k e s  
E very th ing  s a id  as  p e rs o n a l  t o  h im s e l f .
W il l in g  to  wander and e x p lo re ,  th e  speaker i s  rewarded
w ith a v i s i o n ,  th e  w oodpile  c u t  and s ta ck e d  so c a r e f u l l y  in
the  m iddle o f  nowhere:
I t  was a cord  of m aple, c u t  and s p l i t
And p i l e d — and m easured, f o u r  by fo u r  by e ig h t .
And n o t  an o th e r  l i k e  i t  cou ld  I  s e e .
Ho ru n n e r  t r a c k s  i n  t h i s  y e a r ' s  snow looped near  i t .  
And i t  was o ld e r  su re  th a n  t h i s  y e a r ' s  c u t t i n g ,
Or even l a s t  y e a r ' s  o r  th e  y e a r ' s  b e fo r e .
The wood was g ray  and th e  b a rk  w arping o f f  i t
And th e  p i l e  somewhat sunken. C lem atis
Had wound s t r i n g s  round and round i t  l i k e  a b u n d le .
His a p p r e c ia t io n  of d e t a i l  h e re ,  h i s  sense  of ex ac tn ess  
in  d e s c r ib in g  th e  p i l e  so m e t ic u lo u s ly  to  u s ,  su g g es ts  t h a t  
th e  sp eak e r  i s  a b lood  b r o th e r  to  th e  woodchopper. They share  
an a p p r e c ia t io n  o f work done f o r  th e  sh e e r  jo y  o f  th e  t a s k  
and b e l ie v e  to g e th e r  t h a t  u se  i s  no t a l l  i n  l i f e :
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I  th o u g h t  t h a t  on ly  
Someone who l iv e d  i n  tu r n in g  to  f r e s h  t a s k s  
Could so f o r g e t  h i s  handiwork on which 
He spen t h im s e l f ,  t h e  l a h o r  o f h i s  ax,
And le a v e  i t  t h e r e  f a r  from a u s e f u l  f i r e p l a c e  . . .
Indeed, we may even conclude t h a t  th e  sp eak e r  _is th e  chopper,
fo r  c e r t a i n l y  he i s  i n  s p i r i t  and v i s i o n ,  as th e  r a k e r  i s
th e  mower i n  "The T u ft  o f F lo w ers ."  Each i s  a s e p a ra te  eye
making one i n  s i g h t ,  b o th  sh a r in g  i n  l e i s u r e  and work a joy
in  what l i f e  b r in g s  them and what th e y  b r in g  to  l i f e .  They
hold s p i r i t u a l  hands ou t t h e r e  i n  th e  w i ld e r n e s s , out in  th e
world t h a t  i s  always runn ing  down, moving in e x o ra b ly ,  F ro s t
b e l ie v e s ,  t o  " th e  slow sm okeless b u rn in g  of decay ."
In  a way, th e n ,  "The Woodpile" i s  a love  poem, one 
l i k e  "West Running Brook," t h a t  p r e s e n t s  u s  w ith  darkness  
and t h r e a t  and a way to  s u rv iv e ,  a l b e i t  t e m p o ra r i ly .  The 
ground we walk on l i k e  th e  f ro z e n  swamp w i l l  g iv e  way a t  any 
moment; "The u n iv e r s a l  c a t a r a c t  of d e a th /  That spends to  
no th ingn ess"  cannot be escaped . Our s t a y  a g a in s t  co n fu s io n  
may be form as r e p re s e n te d  i n  th e  w oodpile , i t  may w e ll  be 
p o e try  i t s e l f ,  b u t  i t  i s  a ls o  th e  u n io n  w ith  a n o th e r  t h a t  
tak e s  p la c e  s p i r i t u a l l y  in  th e  poem as  i t  does i n  "West 
Running Brook" and does as w e l l  a t  th e  end o f  F r o s t ' s  famous 
"The Death of th e  H ired Man." S i l a s '  d e a th  has b rough t th e  
husband and w ife  t o g e th e r ,  has  made t h e i r  eyes one i n  s i g h t .
"The Death of th e  H ired  Man" i s  an in s id e - o u t  v e r s io n  
of "Home B u r i a l . "  In  b o th  poems d e a th  i s  a c a t a l y s t  r e v e a l in g  
th e  degree  of love  between th e  c h a r a c t e r s ,  b u t  w h ile  th e  c h i l d ' s  
dea th  r e v e a l s  t e n s io n  and d i s c o rd ,  S i l a s '  dy ing shows un ion  
and harmony. S i l a s ,  i n  a way, i s  th e  c h i ld  of Warren and Mary,
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who t r e a t  him a s  a s t e r n  f a t h e r  and g e n t l e  m other m ight.
Warren w i l l  n o t  have him "back, hav ing  k ick ed  him out o f th e
n e s t  l i k e  a l a z y  son: " ' I  t o l d  him so l a s t  hay in g , d i d n ' t
I ? /  I f  he l e f t  th e n ,  I  s a id ,  t h a t  ended i t . ' "  But Mary
accep ts  him d e s p i t e ,  and because  o f ,  h i s  f a u l t s .  A f te r  a l l ,
as she a sk s  Warren, who e ls e  w i l l  t a k e  him hack h u t  th o se
who have p ro v id ed  a home i n  th e  p a s t?
As has heen no ted  hy o th e r  r e a d e r s  of th e  poem, "The
Death of th e  H ired  Man" in v o lv e s  a d e f i n i t i o n  of home and th e
21d i a l e c t i c  o f  j u s t i c e  and mercy c e n t r a l  to  i t .  But th e  poem
also  d e a l s  w ith  work and w o rk 's  r o l e  i n  o n e 's  se a rc h  f o r
meaning in  l i f e .  S i l a s  i s  a h i r e d  man, p a r t  o f  t h a t  s e rv a n t
p r o l e t a r i a t  so d e te s te d  hy th e  G reeks. But he has r e f u s e d  to
heg and i s  n o t  d e te s t e d  hy F ro s t  who p o r t r a y s  him as  one who
takes p r i d e  i n  th e  l i t t l e  t a s k s  he i s  a h le  to  perform  w e l l :
' I  know, t h a t ' s  S i l a s '  one accom plishm ent.
He bund les  every  f o r k f u l  i n  i t s  p l a c e ,
And t a g s  and numbers i t  f o r  f u tu r e  r e f e r e n c e ,
So he can f i n d  and e a s i l y  d is lo d g e  i t  
In  th e  u n lo ad in g .  S i l a s  does t h a t  w e l l .
He ta k e s  i t  ou t i n  hunches l i k e  b ig  b i r d s '  n e s t s .
You never see him s ta n d in g  on th e  hay
H e 's  t r y i n g  to  l i f t ,  s t r a i n i n g  to  l i f t  h i m s e l f . '
"To save h i s  s e l f - r e s p e c t "  i s  h i s  purpose  i n  working, and th e
i l l u s i o n  t h a t  he can s t i l l  work i s  what keeps him go ing . He
has r e tu rn e d  to  th e  farm "to  d i t c h  th e  meadow" and " to  c l e a r
the  upper p a s t u r e , "  chores  he can no lo n g e r  pe rfo rm , f o r  "His
working days a re  done ."
^ S e e  Brower, pp. 157-163; P o i r i e r ,  pp . 106-108.
The l a t t e r  in c lu d e s  a whole s e c t io n  on th e  theme o f "home" 
in  F r o s t ,  pp . 87-172.
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S i l a s  i s ,  th e n ,  a k in d  o f se ek e r ,  making a p o ig n an t
search  f o r  home, f o r  s e l f .  But he i s  a ls o  in co m ple te .  He
has had n o th in g  h u t  work i n  h i s  l i f e  and to g e th e r  w i th  young
Harold W ilson, who s tu d ie d  L a t in  and th e  v i o l i n  "Because he
l ik e d  i t , "  i s  h a l f  of "a team f o r  work":
'He r a n  on Harold  W ilson—you remember—
The hoy you had i n  haying  fo u r  y e a r s  s in c e .
H e 's  f i n i s h e d  sc h o o l ,  and te a c h in g  in  h i s  c o l l e g e .  
S i l a s  d e c la r e s  y o u ' l l  have to  g e t  him hack.
He says th ey  two w i l l  make a team f o r  work:
Between them th ey  w i l l  l a y  t h i s  farm as smooth!
The way he mixed t h a t  i n  w ith  o th e r  th in g s .
He th in k s  young W ilson a l i k e l y  l a d ,  though d a f t
On e d u ca tio n —you know how th e y  fough t
A ll  th roug h  J u ly  under th e  b la z in g  sun,
S i l a s  up on th e  c a r t  t o  h u i ld  th e  lo a d ,
Harold a long  h e s id e  to  p i t c h  i t  o n . '
S i l a s  and Harold  a re  th e  comic r e f l e c t i o n  of Mary and 
Warren, th e  poem 's more im p o rtan t  team, whose u n ion  a t  th e  
end i s  symbolized in  t h e i r  h o ld in g  hands. The d i f f e r e n c e  
between t h i s  ending and t h a t  o f "Home B u r ia l"  i s  obvious and 
the  rea so n  f o r  i t  v i t a l .  "W il l ,"  i f  we may so c a l l  Amy's 
husband, i s  a se rv a n t  and Warren a se e k e r .  A se rv a n t  to  work
i t s e l f ,  never a t  e a se ,  "W ill" cannot share  h i s  sorrow w ith
h is  w ife  o r  she w ith  him; in deed , one wonders i f  he has tim e 
fo r  any sorrow a t  a l l .  And though we have no hard  evidence  
f o r  i t ,  we sense  t h a t  work has n o t  dominated Warren; h a rsh  
as he can be , he i s  w i l l i n g  to  l i s t e n ,  to  t a l k ,  t o  sh a re .  
Im p o rtan tly ,  th e  poem i s  a d ia lo g u e ,  n o t  a monologue l i k e  
"A S ervan t to  S e rvan ts"  o r  a s e r i e s  of h a l t i n g ,  m isunders tood  
fragm ents l i k e  "Home B u r i a l . "  W arren 's  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  g e s tu re  
in  th e  poem i s  to  r e t u r n ,  coming back from shopping a t  th e  
poem's b eg in n in g , coming back to  Mary a t  th e  end. As she draws
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"him down/ To s i t  b e s id e  h e r  on th e  wooden s te p s "  i n  th e
opening l i n e s ,  he " S l ip s  to  h e r  s id e "  i n  th e  f i n a l .  The
c i r c u l a r i t y  h e re  su g g e s ts  t h a t  Warren seeks t o  sh a re ,
i n s t i n c t i v e l y  re c o g n iz in g  h i s  own l i m i t a t i o n s  and th e  need
fo r  th e  b a la n c in g  s t a b i l i t y  o f  h i s  w ife  whose eye i s  fo r e v e r
on th e  s o f te n in g  b eau ty  o f  th e  moon:
P a r t  of a moon was f a l l i n g  down th e  w est ,
Dragging th e  whole sky w ith  i t  to  th e  h i l l s .
I t s  l i g h t  poured  s o f t l y  in  h e r  l a p .  She saw i t  
And sp read  h e r  ap ron  t o  i t .  She p u t  h e r  hand 
Among th e  h a r p l ik e  m o rn in g -g lo ry  s t r i n g s ,
Taut w ith  th e  dew from th e  garden  bed to  eaves,
As i f  she p lay ed  unheard  some te n d e rn e s s  
That wrought on him b e s id e  h e r  i n  th e  n ig h t .
Mary and Warren combine to  make a whole. T he ir  
harmony i s  r e s o lv e d  d i s c o rd ,  th e  r e s o l u t i o n  o f two p o i n t s  of 
view in to  one. T ogether th ey  a re  about th e  b e s t  match f o r  
dea th  one can f i n d  in  P r o s t .  T h e ir s  i s  th e  k in d  o f s t a b i l i t y  
one se e s  in  "The S ilk en  Tent"  w ith  i t s  b a lan ce  of " su p p o r t in g  
c e n t r a l  ced a r  po le"  and " c o u n t le s s  s i l k e n  t i e s  of lo v e  and 
thought"  t h a t  en ab les  i t  t o  w ith s ta n d  " the  c a p r ic io u s n e s s  of 
summer a i r . "  As one, th e y  p o sse s s  t h a t  "power of s ta n d in g  
s t i l l "  i n  " th e  ru sh  o f  th in g s  t o  w aste" F ro s t  p r a i s e s  i n  "The 
Master S p eed ."
As John L y nen 's  The P a s t o r a l  Art o f Robert F ro s t
su g g e s ts ,  "The Death o f  th e  H ired Man" i s  an i d y l l ,  owing a
22g re a t  d e a l  t o  V i r g i l ' s  Eclogues e s p e c i a l l y .  So too  does 
"The Gum-Gatherer,"  a poem in d eb ted  no t on ly  to  V i r g i l ' s  f i r s t  
i d y l l ,  "The D isp o sse ssed ,"  b u t  to  W ordsworth 's "R eso lu tio n
22 See a ls o  Brower, pp . 162-166.
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and Independence" and T h o rea u 's  Walden as w e l l .  T i ty r u s ,  
V i r g i l ' s  i d e a l  shepherd , i s  th e  c o n te n te d  herdsman whose 
work o f  te n d in g  f lo c k s  i s  "happy l e i s u r e "  i n  th e  E. V. Rieu 
t r a n s l a t i o n .  In  c o n t r a s t ,  M eliboeus, th e  e v ic te d  shepherd , 
cannot he a t  e ase ,  f o r  h i s  work i s  e n d le s s .  As Leo Marx 
says o f  h i s  p l i g h t ,  "D ivested  o f h i s  la n d ,  he f a c e s  th e
24-p ro sp e c t  o f  unending a n x ie ty ,  d e p r iv a t io n ,  and s t r u g g l e . "
He i s  fo rc e d  to  work f o r e v e r ,  nev er  t o  r e l a x ,  to  exp erience  
"happy l e i s u r e . "
A s i m i l a r ,  though l e s s  extrem e, c o n t r a s t  i n  l i f e  
s t y l e s  i s  p r e s e n t  i n  "The Gum-Gatherer." The speaker i s  
"coming home" from where he " l iv e d  i n  m ountain  land" f o r  a
sh o rt  w h ile ;  he has been  on a k in d  of v a c a t io n  from home
whereas th e  g a t h e r e r ' s  home i s  " h ig h e r  up i n  th e  p a s s , "  no t  
in  th e  v a l l e y .  His work i s  where h i s  home i s ,  a t  th e  b eg in n in g
of th in g s ,  where s tream s s t a r t  n o t  end; he l i v e s  by th e  "w aters"
and "w atering  p la c e "  of F r o s t ' s  " D ire c t iv e "  where one can 
"Drink and be whole a g a in  beyond c o n fu s io n " :
He came from h ig h e r  up i n  th e  p a ss
Where th e  g r i s t  o f th e  new -beginning brooks
I s  b lo ck s  s p l i t  o f f  th e  m ountain  m ass. . .
There he had b u i l t  h i s  s t o l e n  shack.
Like W ordsworth 's le e c h  g a th e r e r  whose v i s i o n  a llow s 
him to  tr ium ph over h i s  u n p le a sa n t  work, F r o s t ' s  g a th e r e r ,  
d e s p i te  h i s  th o ro u g h ly  u n s o p h i s t i c a te d  job o f  g a th e r in g  gum, 
i s  happy. But as  F r o s t ' s  P u r i t a n  h e r i t a g e  ta u g h t  him, i t  i s
^ Q u o te d  by Leo Marx, The Machine in  th e  Garden (New 
York, 1964-), p .  20.
24-Marx, p . 21.
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not th e  k in d  of work one does t h a t  m a t te r s  anyway; what
counts i s  th e  way one views t h a t  work and, a s  th e  p o e t
lea rn ed  from h i s  in d o o r  sc h o o lin g  i n  Greek v a lu e s ,  how f r e e
t h a t  work p e rm its  one to  h e .  Both v i s i o n  and freedom a re
apparen t i n  th e  gum -gathere r  who f in d s  h i s  work i n  so u rc e s ,
i n  th e  v e ry  sap o f t r e e s :
What t h i s  man b roug h t i n  a c o t to n  sack 
Was gum, th e  gum of th e  m ountain sp ru ce .
He showed me lumps of th e  sc e n te d  s t u f f  
Like un cu t je w e ls ,  d u l l  and rough .
I t  comes to  m arket go lden  brown;
But t u r n s  to  p in k  betw een th e  t e e t h .
I  t o l d  him t h i s  i s  a p l e a s a n t  l i f e ,
To s e t  your b r e a s t  to  th e  b a rk  o f  t r e e s  
That a l l  your days a re  dim b e n ea th ,
And re a c h in g  up w ith  a l i t t l e  k n i f e ,
To lo o se  th e  r e s i n  and ta k e  i t  down
And b r in g  i t  t o  m arket when you p l e a s e .
C e r ta in ly ,  t h i s  gum -gathere r  i s  someone Henry Thoreau
would much adm ire, someone who r e a l i z e s  t h a t  " to  m a in ta in
o n e 's  s e l f  on t h i s  e a r th  i s  n o t  a h a rd sh ip  b u t  a p a s t im e , i f
we w i l l  l i v e  sim ply and w is e ly ."  A f te r  a l l ,  as Thoreau 
*
c o n tin u e s ,  " I t  i s  n o t  n e c e s sa ry  t h a t  a man should  ea rn  h i s
25l i v i n g  by th e  sweat o f h i s  b ro w ," ^ a p o in t  F ro s t  app lau ds .
Too much sweat g e ts  i n  our eyes , b l in d in g  u s  to  th e  s p i r i t u a l
a s p e c ts  o f what we do, keep ing  u s  from se e in g  what l i f e  has  to  
t e a c h .  Overwork, i n  s h o r t ,  d e s t ro y s  th e  q u a l i t y  o f  our l i v e s ,  
b ree d in g  madness, d e s t ro y in g  lo v e .
But i f  work a lone  and f o r  i t s  own sake can damage 
s ig h t  and d ry  up f e e l i n g  a s  happens i n  "A S erv an t to  S e rv a n ts ,"  
th e  absence of work i s  e q u a l ly  dangerous, a llo w in g  i n  "The
“^ Thoreau, p. 74..
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H il l  W ife ,"  f o r  example, too  much i n t r o s p e c t i o n .  As we have 
s t r e s s e d ,  w ith o u t work l e i s u r e  i s  mere i d l e n e s s ,  a c e d ia , t h a t  
a l l e g o r i c a l  p a re n t  o f  d e s p a i r ,  j u s t  as work w ith o u t  l e i s u r e  
i s  m ean ing less  d ru dg ery . L e isu re  i s  t h a t  tim e o f r e f l e c t i o n  
t h a t  g iv e s  work meaning, and th e  i d e a l  f o r  F ro s t  i s  th e  
b a lance  of b o th ,  work and l e i s u r e  p a i r i n g  l i k e  eyes t h a t  
make one i n  s i g h t ,  o r  l i k e  lo v e  of man and woman, a c h i ld .
CHAPTER IV
A GATHERING METAPHOR
The c h a r a c te r s  we have j u s t  "been d i s c u s s in g  sha re  
ano ther  t r a i t  th an  overwork. Each i s  s p e e c h le s s ,  o r  i n  th e  
case o f  L e n 's  w ife ,  a f r a n t i c  t a l k e r .  Each la c k s  what E ro s t  
c a l l s  in  "E duca tion  hy  P oetry"  "a g a th e r in g  metaphor" t o  g ive  
h is  o r  h e r  l i f e  meaning: "The on ly  m a t e r i a l i s t  . . .  i s  th e
man who g e t s  l o s t  i n  h i s  m a te r i a l  w ith o u t  a g a th e r in g  m etaphor 
to  throw i t  i n to  shape and o rd e r .  He i s  th e  l o s t  s o u l . " ^  
Having no f lu e n c y ,  th e  overworked in  E ro s t  a re  such " m a te r ia l ­
i s t s , "  such " l o s t  s o u ls " ;  none i s  a b le  to  communicate, t o  make
th a t  " p h i lo s o p h ic a l  a ttem p t t o  say m a t te r  i n  term s o f  s p i r i t ,
2or s p i r i t  i n  term s o f m a t te r ,  to  make th e  f i n a l  u n i t y . "  Like 
th e  two tram ps in  mud t im e , who, b u t  f o r  one ig n o ra n t  remark 
("H it  them h a r d ! " ) ,  rem ain s i l e n t  th ro u g h o u t th e  poem, E r o s t ' s  
s e rv a n ts  s u f f e r  a tu n n e le d  v i s i o n ,  l o s t  w ith o u t  th e  l i g h t  o f  
language t o  guide i t .
In  c o n t r a s t ,  E ro s t  a s  a poe t  i s  a d e f t  s k a t e r .  He 
moves, l i k e  th e  w a te r  b e e t l e  he was so f a s c in a te d  by, on th e  
c u r r e n t s  o f lang uage , ab le  to  change q u ic k ly  w i th  any s h i f t s .  
His ease  of movement, h i s  a b i l i t y  to  s ta y  a f l o a t  i n  any 
company, i s  a r e s u l t  o f  h i s  ease  w ith  language; he speaks
^S e le c te d  P rose  o f  Robert E r o s t , p . 4-1.
^ S e le c te d  P rose  o f  R obert E r o s t ,  p .  41.
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w ith  many to n g u es ,  ab le  to  say in  th e  same b r e a th  in  "Mowing," 
f o r  example, " e l f "  and "fay"  and " l a i d  th e  swale i n  row s."  
Equally  a t  home i n  th e  c lassroom  and b a rn y a rd ,  he was indeed  
th e  " l i t e r a t e  farm er" i n  h i s  l i f e ;  b o th  co u n try  and c i t y  b re d ,  
he i s  a p a s t o r a l i s t  i n  h i s  w r i t in g ,  a s  John L ynen 's  t h e s i s
Z
makes c l e a r .  Language, and th e  la c k  o f  i t ,  i s ,  in  o th e r
words, a v i t a l  concern  to  E r o s t ,  and we must ask  how work and
le i s u r e  r e l a t e  t o  i t .  What, f o r  example, i s  w o rk 's  r o l e  i n
the  o r i g in  o f  language and from what so u rces  does E ro s t
de rive  h i s  id e a s?  Does language have a s p e c ia l  u se  f o r  EroSt 
not on ly  as a p o e t  bu t  as a man runn ing  scared?  Of what 
v a lu e ,  f i n a l l y ,  i s  "a g a th e r in g  metaphor"?
With h i s  g i f t  f o r  speech , i t  i s  no t  s u r p r i s in g  t h a t  
E ros t  became th e  n a t i o n ' s  goodw ill ambassador, t r a v e l i n g  to  
South America, I s r a e l ,  and R u ss ia ,  f o r  i n  many ways he was 
th e  Ben E ra n k l in  of h i s  t im e s .^  Yet w h ile  work was perform ance
z.^
Lynen's i s  a t r u l y  e x c e l l e n t  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  of E r o s t ' s  
p o in t  o f v iew . In  sum, h i s  t h e s i s  i s  t h a t  w h ile  th e  "coun try"  
c e r t a i n l y  p ro v id e s  E ro s t  w ith  h i s  s u b je c t ,  i t  more im p o r ta n t ly  
g ives  him a framework f o r  p i c t u r in g  r e a l i t y :  " the  r u r a l  w orld
su p p l ie s  n o t  on ly  th e  o b j e c t s ,  th e  e v e n ts ,  th e  c h a r a c te r s  he 
w r i te s  ab o u t,  b u t  a ls o  th e  p o in t  o f  view from which th e y  a re  
seen" (pp. 6 - 7 ) .  E ro s t  came in to  h i s  own, Lynen m a in ta in s ,  
only when he adopted  " the  p e r s p e c t iv e  o f  th e  p a s t o r a l  and w rote  
from th e  p o in t  o f view of an a c tu a l  New England farm er" (p . 19)-
lL In  a d d i t i o n  to  t h e i r  g i f t  f o r  gab, E ro s t  and F ra n k l in  
share  s e v e r a l  t r a i t s :  a sense  of s ta g in g  and s e lf -p ro m o tio n ;
th e  lov e  of aphorism  (which th e y  b o th  have in  common w ith  
Bnerson, an e a r l y  adm irer of E ra n k l in ) ;  an i n t e r e s t  i n  sc ien ce  
and a genuine c u r i o s i t y  about th e  workings o f  n a tu re ;  a b e l i e f  
t h a t  " i t ' s  knowing what to  do w ith  th in g s  t h a t  c o u n ts ."  F ro s t  
i s  n o t ,  however, what we th in k  of a s  an "Enlightenment/' man.
His deep f e a r  o f  d e a th  and th e  vengeance of God, as w e ll  a s  th e  
many o th e r  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  d is c u sse d  in  t h i s  s tu d y , make him 
f a r  more P u r i t a n  th a n  r a t i o n a l i s t .  F ro s t  d id  n o t  b e l i e v e ,  
f i n a l l y ,  t h a t  man was p e r f e c t i b l e ;  t h i s  age, he s a id ,  i s  as 
dark as any has  been o r any w i l l  be (see  "The Lesson f o r  Today").
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fo r  F ra n k l in ,  a way o f  se l f -p ro m o t io n  as he paraded  t h a t
famous wheelbarrow th roug h  th e  s t r e e t s  o f P h i la d e lp h ia ,  work
i s  a f a r  more s e r io u s  m a t te r  f o r  th e  i n t e n s e ly  P u r i t a n  F r o s t .
I t  i s  im p o rtan t  f o r  what i t  y i e l d s  i n  i t s e l f — th e  a p p le s  we
p ick ,  th e  hay we mow— and f o r  what i t  y i e l d s  as  w e ll  i n  term s
of m etaphor. In  R ichard  P o i r i e r ' s  words, "work i s  n e c e ssa ry
i f  we a re  t o  g e t  down t o  th e  g r a in  o f  t h in g s ,  th e  l i n e s  i n
5
n a tu re  which we cannot o therw ise  know o r  s e e ." - '  Together
with Thoreau F ro s t  works on h i s  hands and knees in  th e  bean -
f i e l d  b u t  h a rv e s t s  from t h a t  work so much more th a n  b e an s .
As Thoreau s t a t e s :
I t  was a s in g u la r  ex p erien ce  t h a t  long  acq ua in tance  
which I  c u l t i v a t e d  w i th  beans , what w ith  p l a n t in g ,  
and hoe ing , and h a rv e s t in g ,  and th r e s h in g ,  and 
p ic k in g  over and s e l l i n g  them ,—th e  l a s t  was th e  
h a rd e s t  of a l l , — I  might add e a t in g ,  f o r  I  d id  
t a s t e .  I  was determ ined t o  know bean s . When 
th ey  were growing, I  u sed  to  hoe from f iv e  o 'c lo c k  
t i l l  noon . . .
Those summer days which some of my con tem poraries  
devoted to  th e  f i n e  a r t s  i n  Boston or Rome, and 
o th e r s  to  co n tem p la tio n  i n  In d ia ,  and o th e r s  to  
t r a d e  in  London o r  New York, I  th u s ,  w ith  th e  o th e r  
fa rm ers  of New England, devoted  to  husbandry . Not 
t h a t  I  wanted beans t o  e a t ,  f o r  I  am by  n a tu re  a 
Py thagorean , so f a r  a s  beans a re  concerned, w hether 
th ey  mean p o r r id g e  o r  v o t in g  . . . b u t ,  pe rchance , 
as some must work in  f i e l d s  i f  on ly  f o r  th e  sake 
of t r o p e s  and e x p re ss io n ,  to  se rve  a p a ra b le -  
maker one d a y .5
To "know" beans i s  to  make a language f o r  them, and work b r in g s  
two k in d s  o f  f r u i t —th e  th in g  and th e  m etaphor f o r  i t —to  be 
used someday " to  se rv e  a p a ra b le -m a k e r ," t o  make a poem.
^ P o i r i e r ,  p .  283- 
^Thoreau, pp. 14-1-14-2.
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F r o s t ' s  ga rden , l i k e  T h o re a u 's ,  i s  a source  o f  knowledge, 
th a t  m ythic p la c e ,  a s  th e  B ib le  say s ,  where d e f i n i t i o n s  f i r s t  
were made.
Indeed, work p ro v id e s  th e  v e ry  o p p o r tu n i ty  f o r  com­
m unication  i n  F r o s t .  I t  su p p l ie s  i n  a d d i t io n  to  many o f th e  
words—words l i k e  " to t e  ro a d ,"  "swab," " j a g ,"  "sw ale ,"  
" s to n e b o a t ,"  "windrows," "shooks"—th e  chance f o r  one man 
to  g e t  t o g e th e r  w i th  a n o th e r .  The work of mending a w a l l ,  
f o r  example, b r in g s  two men c lo s e r  and g iv e s  them something 
to  t a l k  abo u t,  j u s t  as  work does a t  a g r in d s to n e .  So, to o ,  
does th e  making o f  an ax -h e lv e  p e rm it  a book ish  fa rm er t o  
share id e a s  w ith  an ig n o ra n t  woodchopper. "The Ax-Helve" even 
sug gests  t h a t  work i s  a p o s s ib le  l i n k  between c u l t u r e s ,  n o t  
j u s t  i n d iv i d u a l s ,  a way of "speaking" t h a t  t ra n sc e n d s  
language. The F ren ch -C an ad ian 's  way o f  making h e lv e s  i s ,  
a f t e r  a l l ,  more a sou rce  of our u n d e rs ta n d in g  him th a n  h i s  
broken E n g lish  i s .  For F r o s t ,  th e n ,  work p ro v id e s  a t  l e a s t  
th e  chance to  speak; i t  i s  a k in d  of h e a r th  around which men 
g a th e r .
Yet work does n o t  by any means g u a ra n tee  communication, 
because i t  i s  n o t  language i t s e l f  b u t  i t s  so u rc e .  Though th e  
two men mending th e  w a ll  sh a re  th e  same work ex p er ien c e ,  th ey  
do no t communicate— one s t a y s  i n  th e  da rk  of h i s  p in e  t r e e s ,  
th e  o th e r  i n  th e  l i g h t  o f  h i s  a p p le .  So, to o ,  i n  "Two Tramps" 
i s  th e  o p p o r tu n i ty  f o r  communication never  f u l f i l l e d ,  th e  
speaker see ing  f a r  more to  chopping wood th a n  th e  u t t e r l y  
p r a c t i c a l  woodsmen ever w i l l ,  f o r  "Except as a f e l lo w  handled  
an a x /  They had no way o f knowing a f o o l . "  And though two
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c u l tu r e s  a re  a lm ost b r id g e d  i n  "The Ax-H elve," th e y  a re  n o t
f i n a l l y ,  th e  poem tu r n in g  on a q u e s t io n  t h a t  r e v e a l s  th e
d i f f e r e n c e  in  background between th e  educa ted  sp eake r  and
the  ig n o ra n t  B a p t i s t e ,  t h a t  i s ,  "whether th e  r i g h t  to  h o ld /
Such doubts o f  ed u ca tio n  should  depend/ Upon th e  e d u ca tio n
of th o se  who h e ld  them?" As E a d c l i f f  S q u ire s  p u t s  i t ,
"Whereas th e  two can meet over th e  b eau ty  o f  h ic k o ry  g r a in
and th e  p ro p e r  use  of t h a t  wood, u n c e r t a i n t y  a r i s e s  over t h e i r
a b i l i t y  to  u n d e rs ta n d  each o th e r  when th e  concern  i s  l e s s
t a n g ib l e .  The l im i te d  man and th e  l i t e r a t e  fa rm er u n d e rs ta n d
each o th e r  p e r f e c t l y  when th e  s u b je c t  i s  a s  l im i te d  a s  c r a f t s -
7
manship. But i t  i s  no t  eno ugh ." ' Indeed , a s  we f in d  so o f t e n  
in  t h i s  p o e t  o f  b a lan ced  p o l a r i t i e s ,  work ten d s  t o  d i s t i n g u i s h  
between men as  much as i t  b r in g s  them to g e th e r .  Men work 
to g e th e r  and a p a r t ,  i t  seems, work be ing  a t  once th e  source  
of p o t e n t i a l  d ia lo g u e  and th e  r e v e l a t i o n  o f d i f f e r e n c e s .
Work le a d s  to  "A Time to  T a l k , " and as t h a t  sm all poem 
su g g e s ts ,  we have a " f r i e n d ly  v i s i t "  when we have l a i d  down 
our t o o l s .  The overworked c h a r a c te r s  d is c u sse d  i n  C hapter I I I  
have n o t  r i s e n  above t h e i r  work e x p e r ien c e  to  shape a language 
th a t  can d ea l  w ith  i t .  W ithout "a g a th e r in g  metaphor" to  
o rd er  t h e i r  e x is te n c e ,  th e y  r e l y  on unexamined c l i c h e s  to  
ex p la in  t h e i r  l i v e s :  "Good fe n c e s  make good n e ig h b o r s ,"  "The
only way out i s  th ro u g h ."  The man on th e  g r in d s to n e  never 
t a l k s  and Amy's husband speaks on ly  in  f rag m e n ts .  Q uiet
^ E a d c l i f f  S q u ire s ,  The Major Themes of B obert E ro s t  
(Ann A rbor, 1963), p . 71-
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d e sp e ra t io n  i s  th e  cu rse  o f  th o se  who have no sense  of l e i s u r e ,  
fo r  language i s  a p ro d u c t  n o t  on ly  of work h u t  o f  tim e from 
work t h a t  a llow s u s  to  c l a r i f y  and make sense  o f  what we do.
Q
L eisure  i s  " the  b a s i s  of c u l t u r e , "  because  w ith o u t i t ,  t h e r e  
i s  no language.
The way we speak and v a lu e  words i s  th u s ,  f o r  F r o s t ,  
an i n d i c a t i o n  o f our c o n sc io u sn e ss ,  o f how f a r  we have r i s e n  
above th e  anim al c o n d i t io n .  Not on ly  a re  we to  be " seek ers"  
of s e l f ,  i n  o th e r  words, b u t  " sp eake rs"  to o ,  and i t  i s  no 
acc id en t t h a t  th e  p o e t ,  who u se s  language most c o n sc io u s ly ,  
i s  Em erson 's " s e e r . "  I t  i s  no a c c id e n t ,  to o ,  t h a t  F r o s t ' s  
"seekers"  a re  h i s  most a r t i c u l a t e  f i g u r e s .  T h e ir  wholeness 
of v i s io n  i s  in d ic a te d  by t h e i r  a b i l i t y  to  u se  words w e l l .
They speak w i th  a r e v e r e n t  accu racy , naming th e  p r e c i s e  
f e a tu r e s  o f  th e  world th e y  work i n ,  th e  w oodpiles " fo u r  by 
fo u r  by  e ig h t"  and a p p le s  "w ith  every  f l e c k  o f r u s s e t  showing 
c l e a r . "  And, im p o r ta n t ly ,  th ey  a re  q u e s t io n e r s ,  c o n t in u a l ly  
p rob ing  th ro u g h  language th e  meaning o f  what th e y  do, never  
g iv in g  i n  t o  p ro v e rb ,  to  easy  answer.
In  h i s  concern  f o r  w o rk 's  r o l e  i n  th e  o r i g in s  and 
use o f  language , F ro s t  i s ,  a t  t im e s ,  c lo s e  to  Emerson, b u t  
in  h i s  r e c o g n i t io n  and concern  f o r  l e i s u r e ,  he i s  f a r  c l o s e r  
to  Thoreau. I t  was never  r e a l l y  Emerson's v i s i o n  of l i f e  
t h a t  appea led  so much to  F r o s t  a s  h i s  way o f  t a l k i n g  about i t .
Q
T his  i s ,  of c o u rs e ,  th e  v e ry  t i t l e  o f P i e p e r ' s  
p ro v o c a t iv e  e ssay . But P i e p e r ' s  id e a s  a re  n o t  new. He 
d e r iv e s  them from th e  g r e a t  t h in k e r s  o f  Greece and th e  Middle 
Ages, which i n  i t s e l f  su g g e s ts  how f u l l y  h i s  t h e o r i e s  on 
l e i s u r e  a re  i n  th e  t r a d i t i o n  o f W estern c i v i l i z a t i o n  t h a t  
F ro s t  so admired.
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E arly  i n  h i s  a d d re ss  b e fo re  th e  Academy of A r ts  and S c iences
in  1959, t h e  p o e t  d i s t i n g u i s h e s  h i s  "m elancholy dualism "
from Em erson 's " c h e e r fu l  M onis/m ~J, f o r  /w hich7  e v i l  does
q
not e x i s t ,  o r  i f  i t  does e x i s t ,  n e e d n ' t  l a s t  f o r e v e r . " '
In s te a d ,  what "got" E ro s t  about Emerson was th e  T ranscend-
e n t a l i s t ' s  remark i n  h i s  jo u rn a l  f o r  184-0, "Cut th e s e  se n ten c es
and th ey  b le e d ,"  and " h i s  b u r s t  o f  p o e try "  i n  "Monadnock":
Yet w ouldst thou  l e a r n  our a n c ie n t  speech 
These th e  m a s te rs  t h a t  can t e a c h .
E ourscore  o r  a hundred words 
A ll  t h e i r  v o c a l  muse a f f o r d s .
Yet th e y  t u r n  them i n  a f a s h io n  
P as t  th e  s ta te s m a n 's  a r t  and p a s s io n .
Rude p o e ts  o f  th e  t a v e r n  h e a r th  
Squandering your unquoted m ir th ,
That keeps th e  ground and nev er  s o a r s ,
While Jake r e t o r t s  and Reuben r o a r s .
Scoff  of yeoman, s t ro n g  and s t a r k ,
Goes l i k e  b u l l e t  t o  th e  mark,
And th e  s o l i d  c u rse  and j e e i1- 
Never b a lk  th e  w a i t in g  e a r .-1-®
E ro s t  knew B n e rso n 's  N a tu re  w e ll  and i n  l a r g e  p a r t
a sc r ib e d  to  th e  id e a s  on language d is c u s s e d  t h e r e .  C e r ta in ly ,
f o r  E ro s t  words a r e ,  as  Emerson sa y s ,  " s ig n s  of n a tu r a l  f a c t s , "
though he i s  dubious t h a t  "eve ry  n a tu r a l  f a c t  i s  a symbol o f
some s p i r i t u a l  f a c t . "  I n s t e a d ,  n a tu re  i n  E r o s t ' s  v i s i o n  may
or may n o t  r e v e a l  meaning to  man, and m an 's  q u e s t  a s  suggested
by poems l i k e  "N e ith e r  Out Ear Nor In  Deep" and "For Once,
Then, Something" may o r  may n o t  be f o o l i s h .  E ro s t  i s  always
s k e p t ic a l  and Emerson, a t  l e a s t  as F ro s t  und e rs to o d  him,
always p o s i t i v e .
^"On Emerson," S e le c te d  P rose  o f  Robert E r o s t , p .  112. 
^ S e l e c t e d  P rose  of Robert E r o s t ,  p .  115-
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Where Emerson and E ro s t  seem t o  meet i s  i n  t h e i r
common emphasis on th e  o r ig in s  o f  language i n  f a c t s .  In
E. 0 . M a t th ie s s e n 's  words, Emerson c e le b r a te d  " ’th e  v ig o ro u s
Saxon' o f  men working i n  th e  f i e l d s  o r swapping s t o r i e s  in
the  b a rn ,  men w holly  uneduca ted , b u t  whose words had r o o t s
in  t h e i r  own e x p e r ie n c e s .  "A f a c t  i s  t r u e  p o e t r y ,"
Emerson goes on to  conclude i n  N a tu re , and w r i t e s  l a t e r  i n
"The Poe t"  t h a t  "every  word was once a Poem," f o r  th e  p o e t
i s  th e  Earner o r  Language-maker, naming th in g s  
sometimes a f t e r  t h e i r  ap p ea rance , sometimes a f t e r  
t h e i r  e s se n ce ,  and g iv in g  to  every  one i t s  own 
name and n o t  a n o t h e r ' s .  . . . For though th e  
o r ig in  o f  most o f our words i s  f o r g o t t e n ,  each 
word was a t  f i r s t  a s t ro k e  o f  g e n iu s ,  and 
o b ta in ed  c u rre n cy  because  f o r  th e  moment i t  
symbolized th e  w orld t o  th e  f i r s t  sp eak e r  and 
to  th e  h e a r e r .  The e ty m o lo g is t  f in d s  th e  d eades t  
word to  have been once a b r i l l i a n t  p i c t u r e .
Language i s  f o s s i l  p o e t r y .  As th e  l im esto ne  o f  
th e  c o n t in e n t  c o n s i s t s  o f  i n f i n i t e  masses o f  th e  
s h e l l s  o f a n im a lc u le s ,  so language i s  made up 
of images or t r o p e s ,  which now, i n  t h e i r  
secondary  u s e ,  have long  ceased  t o  remind u s  o f  
t h e i r  p o e t i c  o r i g in .  But th e  p o e t  names th e  
th in g  because  he se e s  i t ,  o r  comes one s tep  
n e a re r  t o  i t  th a n  any o t h e r . 42
But F r o s t ' s  v i s i o n  i s  l e s s  sa n g u in e .  His p o e t  i s  Adam
a f t e r  th e  f a l l  n o t  b e f o r e ,  th e  w orld  a d a rk e r  p la c e  and th e
p o e t ,  l i k e  any man, a lo n e ,  t r y in g  to  f i n d  h i s  way. Though he
13says t h a t  p o e t ry  i s  " g lo a t in g  on f a c t s , "  ^ he i s  f a r  l e s s  
c a p t iv a te d  by th o se  " f a c t s "  o f  language th a n  i s  th e  rom antic  
Emerson. Ear from i d e n t i f y i n g  h im se lf  w ith  th e  h i r e d  man o r
■^E. 0 . M a tth ie s se n ,  American R enaissance  (New York, 
W L ) ,  P- 35.
1 ? S e le c t io n s  from Ralph Waldo Emerson, p .  231.
^^Reginald  L. Cook, Robert E ro s t :  A L iv ing  Voice
(Amherst, 1974), p .  189.
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the  n e ighb o r  mending w a l l s ,  th o se  "Rude p o e ts  o f  th e  ta v e rn
h e a r th ,"  F ro s t  u se s  th e  c o l lo q u ia l i s m s  of t h e i r  speech to
d i s t i n g u i s h  h im se lf  from them. Indeed , he u se s  th e  speech of
the  b ack -co u n try  f o l k  to  show how l im i te d  th e y  a re  i n  b o th
language and v i s i o n .
His p o e t i c  s t r a t e g y  i s  f a r  c lo s e r  to  T h o reau 's  by
Walden Pond th a n  Em erson 's i n  h i s  Concord home. The f i e l d
F ro s t  c u l t i v a t e s  i s  what Thoreau c a l l s  " th e  co n nec ting  l i n k
between w ild  and c u l t i v a t e d  f i e l d s , "  and he sh a re s  w ith
Thoreau a f a m i l i a r i t y  t h a t  b ree d s  b o th  a d m ira t io n  and contem pt.
14What P o i r i e r  term s " s o c ia l  snobb ishness"  c l e a r l y  e x i s t s  i n
F r o s t ' s  poems, th e  p o l i t i c a l  and m oral im p l ic a t io n s  of which
we s h a l l  ta k e  up nex t c h a p te r .  N e i th e r  w r i t e r  b e l i e v e s  i n
Adam and th e  "good h e a r t "  o f  man, though b o th  have been
accused of u rg in g  a r e t u r n  to  th e  Garden. I n s t e a d ,  th e
"Homeric" man i s  b o th  wondrous and s tu p id — th e  woodsman an
ig n o ra n t  c h i ld  f o r  Thoreau, an i l l i t e r a t e  immigrant f o r  F r o s t .
Both w r i t e r s  a re  c a r e f u l  to  s e p a ra te  them se lves  from
such "Rude p o e ts "  by th e  language th e y ,  as w r i t e r s ,  u s e — a
language t h a t  i s  a t  once coarse  and l i t e r a t e ,  a p ro d u c t ,  t h a t
i s ,  o f  b o th  work and th e  l e i s u r e  t h a t  makes sense  of i t .  What
Thoreau s a id  of h im se lf  h o ld s  t r u e  f o r  F r o s t ;  " s e n s ib le  of a
c e r t a i n  d o u b le n e ss ,"  he was a b le  to  s tand  "as rem ote from
/h im 7 se l f  as  from a n o th e r ,"  and was, in  M a t th ie s s e n 's  words,
15"both p a r t i c i p a n t  and s p e c t a to r  i n  any e v e n t ."  ^
14P o i m e r ,  p .  281.
^ M a tth ie s s e n ,  p . 170.
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As a worker i n  'both th e  f i e l d  and th e  f a c t o r y ,  F ro s t
knew f i r s t - h a n d  th e  e x p e r ien c e ,  and th e  words, o f l a b o r .
"He took  h i s  le s s o n s  from th e  p a in s ,  n o t  th e  p r e t t i n e s s  of 
-1 £*
C eres ,"  as H e rb e r t  Howarthhas s a id .  In  consequence, th e
word " tu rn "  i n  "The T uft o f  F low ers ,"  f o r  example, had a
s p e c ia l  meaning f o r  th e  p o e t ,  one t h a t  grew out o f  th e  work
done. He ex p la in e d  i t s  o r i g i n  t o  a Bread Loaf aud ience :
' I  went t o  t u r n  . . . b e fo re  th e  s u n . ' And I  
m ight g u s t  say t h a t  i n  th e  o ld  days we mowed 
by hand a g r e a t  d e a l—more th an  we do now. „ . „ 
There was always a boy or somebody— some f e l lo w  
around l i k e  me— to  t o s s  th e  g r a s s ,  open i t  up, 
l e t  th e  sun a t  i t .  The mowing was a p t  t o  be 
done i n  th e  dew of th e  morning f o r  b e t t e r  mowing, 
b u t  i t  l e f t  th e  g ra s s  wet and had to  be 
s c a t t e r e d .  We c a l l e d  i t —th e  word f o r  i t  was 
' t u r n i n g '  th e  g r a s s .  . . . t h a t  was my gob when 
I  was young, to  t u r n  th e  g ra s s  a f t e r  th e  mower.
We c a l l e d  i t  'g u s t  tu r n in g  i t . '  I t  s c a t t e r e d  
i t  a l i t t l e  i n  th e  s u n .1 /
F r o s t ' s  language i s  o f t e n  t h a t  of a p r a g m a t i s t ,  and
h is  n o t io n s  on i t s  o r ig in s  and use  a re  as much a p rodu c t of
rea d in g  W illiam  James as th e  T r a n s c e n d e n ta l i s t s .  "We p lay
th e  words a s  we f in d  them ," he says i n  "The C onstan t Symbol,"
"We make them d o ." 1® He had read  and ta u g h t  The W ill  to
B e lieve  and Psychology and knew f u l l - w e l l  James' d e f i n i t i o n
of a p ra g m a ti s t  a s  one who
tu r n s  h i s  back r e s o l u t e l y  and once f o r  a l l  upon 
a l o t  o f  i n v e t e r a t e  h a b i t s  d ea r  t o  p r o f e s s io n a l  
p h i lo s o p h e r s .  He tu r n s  away from a b s t r a c t i o n
^ H e r b e r t  Howarth, "F ro s t  i n  a P e r io d  S e t t i n g , "  
Southern  Review (O ctober, 1966), p .  797.
^ Q u o te d  by Cook, A L iv ing  V oice , pp . 85, 179-180.
^ S e l e c t e d  P rose  o f  R obert F r o s t ,  p . 28.
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and. i n s u f f i c i e n c y ,  from v e rb a l  s o lu t io n s ,  from 
bad a p r i o r i  r e a s o n s ,  from f ix e d  p r i n c i p l e s  
c lo sed  system s, and p re te n d ed  a b s o lu te s  and 
o r i g in s .  He tu r n s  tow ards c o n c re te n e ss  and 
adequacy, towards f a c t s ,  towards a c t io n  and 
towards power. That means th e  e m p i r ic i s t  
temper re g n a n t  and th e  r a t i o n a l i s t  tem per 
s in c e r e ly  g iv en  up . I t  means th e  open a i r  
and p o s s i b i l i t i e s  o f n a tu r e ,  a s  a g a in s t  dogma, 
a r t i f i c i a l i t y ,  and th e  p r e te n s e  o f  f i n a l i t y  
i n  t r u t h . -*-9
A ccord ing ly , language f o r  James i s  n o t  f ix e d  because
experience  from which i t  d e r iv e s  i s  f l u i d ,  and d e f i n i t i o n  does
not a r i s e  p r i o r  to  u s e ,  a s ,  say , i n  th e  d i c t i o n a r y ,  b u t  th rou gh
th e  v e ry  u se  to  which th e  words a re  p u t .  As L. P. Jacks
s t a t e s  i n  "W illiam James and h i s  Message,"
Unable to  see  i n  language an y th in g  b u t  th e  d i c t i o n a r y  
meaning o f te rm s , and p in n in g  th e  p ra g m a ti s t  down to  
t h i s ,  we accuse him o f  a l l  s o r t s  o f  d o c t r in e s  which 
as o f t e n  a s  n o t  a re  th e  p r e c i s e  o p p o s i te  o f  what he 
wants t o  convey; we f l a t t e r  o u r se lv e s  t h a t  we have 
u n ders to od  him when as  a m a t te r  o f f a c t  we a re  n o t  
even w i th in  s ig h t  o f  h i s  p o s i t i o n .  We on our s id e  
a re  a rg u in g  about th e  f a c e - v a lu e s  of words; h e ,  on 
h i s  s id e ,  i s  u s in g  th e s e  words a s  p o i n t e r s ,  o r  as 
doors opening i n to  a c o n c re te  whole o f  experience  
which c o n ta in s  w i th in  i t s e l f  t e n  thousand  th in g s  
b e s id e s  th e  a b s t r a c t  meaning in d ic a te d  in  th e
d i c t i o n a r y .
But i t  i s  im p o rtan t  t o  n o te  t h a t  work i s  n o t  F r o s t ' s  
only  d i c t i o n a r y .  When he h id  away from h i s  m enial job a s  a 
l ig h t - t r im m e r  a t  th e  A r l in g to n  M ill  in  1895 to  "a p la c e  a p a r t"  
among th e  p u l le y s  and w heels , he d id  so t o  rea d  Shakespeare .
His p o e t ry  i s  an echo no t on ly  of th e  g r in d in g  o f f a c to r y
^ T h e  W r i t ings of W illiam  James, ed. by John J .  
McDermott (New York, 1967), p .  379•
^°L. P. Ja c k s ,  "William James and h i s  M essage," 
Contemporary Review (Jan uary , 1911), p . 24-.
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wheels and th e  c u rs in g  o f foremen h u t  a l s o  o f  th e  r i c h
language o f Hamlet and th e  p o n derin gs  of Macbeth. His v e rs e
21i s  what Reuben Brower c a l l s  "a t a l k i n g  song ,"  and h i s  v o ice  
i s  t h a t  o f th e  oven b i r d  "who says th e  e a r ly  p e t a l - f a l l  i s  
p a s t , "  who "says th e  highway d u s t  i s  over a l l , "  and who "knows 
in  s in g in g  n o t  t o  s in g ,"  b u t  who i s  n o n e th e le s s  "a s in g e r  
everyone has h e a rd ."  F r o s t ,  i n  s h o r t ,  as  p a r t i c i p a n t  and 
s p e c ta to r ,  makes music o f  our common l a b o r s ,  our workaday 
speech. For i t  i s  n o t  work a lon e  he c e l e b r a te s  b u t  a l s o  th e  
l e i s u r e  t h a t  g iv e s  t h a t  work v a lu e ,  and m an 's  a r t  i s  n o t  j u s t  
"raw m a t e r i a l , "  n o t  j u s t  th e  sw earing o f  a gang b o s s ,  b u t  
t h a t  sw earing shaped by l e i s u r e ' s  "measure" in to  song, "both  
word and n o t e " :
The Aim Was Song
Before man came to  blow i t  r i g h t  
The wind once blew  i t s e l f  u n ta u g h t ,
And d id  i t s  lo u d e s t  day and n ig h t  
In  any rough p la c e  where i t  caug h t.
Man came to  t e l l  i t  what was wrong:
I t  h a d n ' t  found th e  p la c e  to  blow;
I t  blew too  h a rd — th e  aim was song.
And l i s t e n —how i t  ought t o  go!
He took a l i t t l e  i n  h i s  mouth,
And h e ld  i t  long  enough f o r  n o r th
To be  co n v erted  in to  sou th ,
And th e n  by  measure blew i t  f o r t h .
By m easure. I t  was word and n o te ,
The wind th e  wind had meant t o  be—
A l i t t l e  th ro u g h  th e  l i p s  and t h r o a t .
The aim was song—th e  wind could  se e .
The com plex ity  of F r o s t ' s  language , i t s  o r i g in s  in  
bo th  work and s k o l e , can be seen  by comparing him b r i e f l y  to
21Brower, p . 31-
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one o f  h i s  c o n te m p ra r ie s , C a r l  Sandburg. The f l a t n e s s  of
Sandburg 's  l i n e  i s  a  d i r e c t  r e s u l t  o f  h i s  d e s i r e  to  he c lo s e l y
i d e n t i f i e d  w ith  th e  p e o p le ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  th e  uneducated
working c l a s s e s .  H is language and sy n tax  a re  n e v e r  s p e c i a l ,
always common, in  an e f f o r t  t o  f u l f i l l  S and bu rg 's  dem ocra tic
v a lu e s .  His i s  a d i c t i o n  e x c lu s iv e ly  of work and th e  worker:
W ithout th e  d a i l y  chores  of th e  peo p le  
th e  m ilk  t r u c k s  would have no m ilk  
th e  m arke ts  n e i t h e r  meat nor p o ta to e s  
th e  r a i l r o a d  and bus tim e t a b l e s  
would be  on th e  f r i t z  
and th e  sh ip p e rs  sa y in g ,  "Phooey!"
And d a i l y  th e  cho res  a re  done
w ith  heavy t o i l  h e re ,  l i g h t  l a u g h te r  t h e r e ,
th e  chores  o f  th e  p e o p le ,  y e s . 22
F ro s t  d id  no t b e l i e v e  t h a t  such s t u f f  was even p o e t r y ,  and
h i s  sense  of p o e t r y ' s  s p e c i a l  domain— i t s  f r e q u e n t  u se  of
many common, workaday words b u t  n o t  i t s  dom ination  by them—
g ives  h i s  v e rs e  a t e n s io n  t h a t  S andbu rg 's  l a c k s .  Whereas
Sandburg 's  d i c t i o n  i s  from th e  w o rk e r 's  tongue a lo n e ,  F r o s t ' s
in s t e a d  i s  from b o th  th e  f a r m e r 's  and th e  p r o f e s s o r ' s .  As he
exp la in ed  to  R eg ina ld  Cook about th e  o r i g in s  o f  "The Death o f
th e  H ired  Man," " I  always wanted to  do something about th e
k ind  o f  American h i r e d  man . . . t h a t  I ' d  l i v e d  w ith  and
23worked w ith  and b e en ."  ^ What he d id  f o r  t h i s  American worker 
was to  w r i te  a p a s t o r a l  ec logue  i n  th e  mode o f  V i r g i l .
The c o l l i s i o n  of v o ic e s  i s  f r e q u e n t ly  th e  drama o f a 
F ro s t  poem, and i t  i s  wrong to  i d e n t i f y  th e  p o e t ' s  v o ice  w ith
^ C a r l  Sandburg, The P eo p le ,  Yes (New York, 1 9 3 6 )? p .  
151. A l l  subsequen t q u o ta t io n s  from Sandburg a re  from t h i s  
e d i t i o n .
23-'Quoted by Cook, A l i v i n g  V o ice , p .  144.
e i t h e r  one o f  th e  v o ic e s  i n  poems such as  "Home B u r ia l"  o r  
"The M ountain." "The Ax-Helve," f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  g iv e s  us  an 
obvious case  o f such drama as i t  opens w i th  an archaism  and 
a p a th e t i c  f a l l a c y ,  b o th  of which F ro s t  i s  c o n sc io u s ly  u s in g  
as a way of p o r t r a y in g  th e  speaker and d i s t a n c in g  him from 
B a p t is te :
I 'v e  known e re  now an i n t e r f e r i n g  branch  
Of a ld e r  c a tc h  my l i f t e d  ax beh ind  me.
But t h a t  was i n  th e  woods, to  h o ld  my hand 
From s t r i k i n g  a t  an o th e r  a l d e r ' s  r o o t s ,
And t h a t  was, as I  say , an a ld e r  b ran ch .
"E re ,"  " i n t e r f e r i n g , "  and "as  I  say" su g g e s t  a c h a r a c te r  whose
knowledge o f  th e  woods has come more from re a d in g  about i t
than  working i n  i t .  He has n o t  been  f u l l y  "versed  i n  co un try
th in g s"  and seems to  f e e l  t h a t  t r e e s  p r o t e c t  one a n o th e r .  He
i s  " p o e t i c , "  a man whose tim e has been  sp en t  re a d in g  a good
deal o f  s e n t im e n ta l  p o e t r y .
B a p t i s t e  i s  th e  o p p o s i te ,  h i s  language th o ro u g h ly
c o l lo q u ia l ,  h i s  speech d i a l e c t .  His i s  an ig n o ra n t  v o ice
w ith  a b s o lu te ly  "no f a l s e  c u rv e s /  Put on i t  from w i th o u t ."
But i t  i s  a c a u t io n  a g a i n s t ,  n o t  a hymn t o ,  a l i f e  l e d  s o l e ly
"n a t iv e  to  th e  g r a i n . "  W ithout "knowledge" we end up a b lo ck
of wood l i k e  Mrs. B a p t i s t e ,  s p e e c h le s s ,  i l l i t e r a t e ,  rock ing
to  and f r o ,  ev er  c lo s e r  to  th e  f i r e .  In  s h o r t ,  B a p t i s t e ' s  i s
th e  v o ic e  o f  work w ith o u t  l e i s u r e ,  w ith o u t  s k o le :
'You g iv e  h e r  one good c ra ck ,  s h e 's  snap r a g h t  o f f  
Den w h e re 's  your hax-ead  f l y in g  t ' r o u g h  de h a i r ? ' . . 
'Come on my house and I  p u t  you one in  
W hat's  l a s '  aw h ile—good h i c k ' r y  w h a t 's  grow crooked 
De second g ro w t ' I  cu t  m yse lf— tough , to u g h ! '
F r o s t ' s  u se  o f language cannot be overem phasized. " I t  
how you say  a th in g  t h a t  c o u n ts ,"  and F r o s t ' s way o f say ing
i s  a way o f  s ta k in g  out h i s  own t e r r i t o r y .  I t  i s  h i s  source 
of s e l f - i d e n t i t y .  Each of F r o s t ' s  hooks i s  concerned , f i n a l l y ,  
with one c h a r a c t e r ,  R obert F r o s t .  Even th e  most "o th e r"  of 
h i s  hooks, N orth  o f  B oston , i s  r e a l l y  a  way o f  d e f in in g  who 
he i s  th rou gh  th e  s e p a r a t io n  o f h im s e lf  from o th e r s .  He i s  
n e i t h e r ,  f o r  example, th e  m in i s t e r  n o r  th e  o ld  la d y  i n  "The 
Black C o t ta g e ,"  h u t  someone who u n d e rs ta n d s  h o th  t h e i r  v i s io n s  
and who can speak in  h o th  t h e i r  v o i c e s .  As a k in d  of 
v e n t r i l o q u i s t ,  he can ho ld  v a ry in g ,  even o p p o s i te ,  id e a s  a t  
once and he a h le  t o  see  th e  wisdom and f o o l i s h n e s s  i n  each.
He who i s  adep t a t  language can u n d e rs tan d  t h a t  working on 
w a lls  h o th  b r in g s  men to g e th e r  and s e p a r a te s  them.
The word and th e  poem have a s p e c i a l  u se  f o r  F r o s t ,  
an im p o rtan t  and p r i v a t e  one to  which he p u t  them. The poem, 
as he sa y s ,  i s  "a  f i g u r e  o f  th e  w i l l  b ra v in g  a l i e n  e n ta n g le ­
m ents ,"  and he a s s o c i a t e s  th e  pen w ith  th e  ax and scy th e  i n  
p a r t i c u l a r  because  th e s e  a re  t o o l s  o f  c l e a r i n g ,  of b r in g in g  
l i g h t  from d a rk .  A greeing w ith  Em erson 's id e a  t h a t  each word 
was o r i g i n a l l y  a poem, F ro s t  b e l i e v e s  language i s  a ls o  a 
to o l  of c l e a r in g  and a means o f  s u r v iv a l  i t s e l f .  Thus, h i s  
"play" w ith  words and h i s  a b i l i t y  to  guggle v o ic e s ,  d i c t i o n ,  
and sy n tax  a re  n o t  p l a y  a t  a l l  b u t  a d e ad ly  s e r io u s  b u s in e s s .  
The poem i s  a means o f g e t t i n g  th ro u g h  th e  w i n t e r ' s  n ig h t ,  
as indeed  i t  was f o r  him on th o se  co ld  n ig h ts  i n  D erry , New 
Hampshire a f t e r  th e  d e a th  of h i s  sm all son . The poem t h a t  so 
o f te n  f o r  him d e a l s  w ith  work and w orkers F r o s t  p u ts  t o  work 
to  keep th e  da rk  woods back from th e  c l e a r i n g .
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I f  th e  p r e c i s e  d e s c r i p t io n s  i n  any poem a re  a way
S'
* of rem inding u s  o f  th e  f i r s t  speech  o f  man and th e  a c t  of 
word-making i t s e l f ,  o f  d e f in in g  and o rd e r in g ,  such d e s c r ip ­
t io n s  have a s p e c ia l  poignancy i n  F ro s t  whose sense  o f l i f e ' s  
t e r r o r s  i s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  keen . The d a rk n ess  o f  h i s  p r i v a t e  
l i f e ,  so v i v i d l y  d isp la y e d  i n  th e  Thompson b io g rap h y , i s  
r e f l e c t e d  i n  h i s  b e l i e f  t h a t  n a tu re  i s  p r e d a to ry ,  t h a t  
sp id e rs  make t h e i r  webs even in  th e  w h i t e s t  o f f lo w e rs  
("Design") and t h a t  summer i s  a c t u a l l y  th e  c r u e l e s t  season, 
b r in g in g  "dark  f o l i a g e  on . . .  To b l o t  ou t and d r in k  up and 
sweep away/ These f lo w ery  w a te rs  and th e s e  w a te ry  f lo w ers"  
("Spring  P o o ls " ) .
In s te a d  o f  c e l e b r a t i n g  n a t u r e ' s  c y c le s  i n  any k ind
of Emersonian way, F ro s t  se e s  on ly  i n e v i t a b i l i t y  beh ind  them.
The t a l e  of th e  book of n a tu r e  i s  m u ta b i l i t y ,  which F r o s t ' s
r e a l  l i f e  on th e  farm h e lp ed  him r e a l i z e .  As Nina Baym says
in  h e r  e x c e l l e n t  a r t i c l e ,  "he does n o t  f in d  i n  n a tu re  a
t r a n s c e n d e n ta l  u n i ty  o r  an a ssu ra n ce  o f r e b i r t h ,  b u t  r a t h e r
24th e  grim laws of change and d ecay ."
How to  "make snug in  th e  l i m i t l e s s "  i s  F r o s t ' s  over­
r id in g  concern  and th e  main re a so n  he was so a t t r a c t e d  to  
books l i k e  Robinson Crusoe and Walden. "Robinson Crusoe i s  
never q u i te  ou t o f my mind," he once s a id .  " I  never  t i r e  o f 
be ing  shown how th e  l im i te d  can make snu t  i n  th e  l i m i t l e s s .  
Walden has something o f  th e  same f a s c i n a t i o n .  Crusoe was c a s t  
away; Thoreau was s e l f - c a s t  away. Both found them selves
?4Baym, p . 716.
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s u f f i c i e n t . C r u s o e ' s  c o n t in u a l  w a l l - b u i ld in g  i s  a 
metaphor f o r  h i s  sea rch  f o r  o rd e r  i n  th e  w ild s  o f  th e  i s l a n d ,  
a sea rch  matched by h i s  m e ticu lo u s  a r t i c u l a t i o n  i n  th e  d ia r y  
t h a t  k e p t  him sane . And T h o reau 's  sharp  words a re  a l s o  a 
t o o l ,  a s c a lp e l  i n  h i s  hands, h i s  way of " f ro n t in g "  l i f e .  
P u r i ta n s  b o th ,  Defoe and Thoreau had a p o w e rfu lly  u t i l i t a r i a n  
sense o f language , and so does F r o s t .
" P u r i ta n ism ,"  says L a rz e r  Z i f f ,  "never r e l in q u is h e d
i t s  overwhelming i n s i s t e n c e  on th e  c e n t r a l i t y  of th e  word,"
f o r  words, he say s ,  were "a means of gu id ing  man to  h i s
God." As such, th e y  were c e r t a i n l y  to  be tak e n  s e r i o u s l y
as a way of knowing and coming to  term s w ith  r e a l i t y .  Thus,
the  meaning o f  a word was n e v e r  a r b i t r a r y  f o r  th e  P u r i t a n ;
in s t e a d ,  th e  word i t s e l f  was a su g g e s t io n  of e sse n ce ,  a
p o in t ,  a s  we know, Emerson made much o f .  The pun and anagram,
f o r  example, b o th  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f P u r i t a n  p u b l ic  p o e t r y ,
were n o t  done s o l e ly  f o r  p la y  o r i n g e n u i t y 's  sake b u t  because
th e  name o f  something re v e a le d  i t s  meaning. Surnames such
as C otton  ( c l o t h ) ,  Stone ( fo u n d a t io n  o f  f a i t h  and s h e l t e r ) ,
and Hooker ( f i s h e r  of s p i r i t  and men) were as  u t i l i t a r i a n  as
e p is te m o lo g ic a l , and remind us o f Emerson's s ta te m e n t  on
the  o r i g i n a l  meanings of words i n  N ature :
. . . th e  use  of th e  o u te r  c r e a t i o n  /T s7  to  g ive  
us  language f o r  th e  b e in g s  and changes o f th e  
inward c r e a t i o n .  Every word which i s  used  to  
exp ress  a moral o r  i n t e l l e c t u a l  f a c t ,  i f  t r a c e d
^ The E a r ly  Y ears , p .  5^9.
L arze r  Z i f f ,  P u r i ta n ism  in  America: New C u ltu re
in  a New World (New York, 1973), pp. 5, 6 .
to  i t s  r o o t ,  i s  found t o  be  borrowed from some 
m a te r i a l  appearance . E ig h t  means s t r a i g h t ; 
wrong means tw i s t e d . S p i r i t  means w ind; 
t r a n s g r e s s i o n , th e  c ro s s in g  of a l i n e  . . . 1
But words f o r  F ro s t  do n o t  e x i s t  i n  i s o l a t i o n  any­
more th a n  th e y  e x i s te d  s o l e ly  i n  th e  B ib le  f o r  th e  P u r i t a n .  
Their e f f i c a c y  i s  i n  th e  v o ic e — i n  th e  p u l p i t  f o r  P u r i ta n ism , 
in  th e  "sen ten ce  sound" f o r  F r o s t .  A poem must be d ra m a tic ,  
F ro s t  m a in ta in s ,  one v o ice  p la y in g  o f f  a g a in s t  a n o th e r ;  even 
th e  l y r i c  i s  " the  d ram atic  g ive  and ta k e  . . . w i th in  o n e s e l f . "  
The " sen ten ce  sound" i s  th u s  language in  u s e ,  i n  a c t io n .  I t  
i s  words them se lves  a t  work, j o s t l i n g  f o r  p o s i t i o n  i n  th e  
v o ice .  Words mean l i t t l e  to  F ro s t  i f  th e y  a re  n o t  spoken, and
as th e  P u r i t a n  a s s o c ia t e d  a m an 's  work w ith  what he was a s  a
man, so too  does F ro s t  l i n k  o n e 's  u se  o f language to  h i s  
essence . Language, l i k e  work, i s  a c a l l i n g ,  and by o n e 's  
se n te n c e s ,  F ro s t  b e l i e v e s ,  do we know him. As he sug ges ted
in  a l e t t e r  to  John B a r t l e t t , " m e n  have c e r t a i n  sen tence
29sounds as  b i r d s  have c e r t a i n  songs ."
The ve ry  t i t l e  o f  F r o s t ' s  poem "The Code" su g g es ts
t h i s  l i n k  between th e  way we speak and what we a r e .  As Lynen
p o in ts  o u t ,  th e  word "code" i s  double-edged: " I t  can s i g n i f y
■50e i t h e r  a system of communication o r  an e t h i c a l  s ta n d a rd ." - '  
^ S e l e c t i o n s  from Ealph Waldo Emerson, p .  31.
QQ
Quoted by E obert S. Newdick, " P in k e r to n  Academy, 
Derry, New Hampshire" i n  Thornton, p .  79.
^ S e l e c t e d  L e t t e r s  of E o bert  F r o s t , p .  113.
^°Lynen, p . 101.
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I t ,  i n  f a c t ,  s i g n i f i e s  b o th ,  f o r  F r o s t ,  i n  L ynen 's  words,
wishes " to  show t h a t  th e  r u r a l  New E n g la n d e r 's  way o f  com-
31m unication  and h i s  u l t im a te  b e l i e f s  a re  in se p a ra b le ." -^
The poem i s  b u i l t  on a sim ple fram e, th e  s to r y  th e  
h ire d  man t e l l s  h i s  b o s s ,  a "town-bred" fa rm e r ,  a rough p a r a l l e l  
of th e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between th e  boss  and James, an o th e r  h i r e d  
man. James has  j u s t  t h r u s t  h i s  p i t c h f o r k  in  th e  ground and 
"Marched h im se lf  o f f  th e  f i e l d  and home," r e a c t i n g  to  a remark 
the  fa rm er had made a h a l f - h o u r  b e fo r e .  Being "town-bred" th e  
farm er-boss  does n o t  u n d e rs tan d  th e  "code" and i n  a sk in g  h i s  
h ire d  men to  " tak e  p a in s"  i n  cock ing  th e  hay  has o ffended  t h e i r  
d ig n i ty .  He h as  y e t  to  l e a r n  t h a t  "The hand t h a t  knows h i s  b u s i ­
ness w o n 't  be t o l d /  To do work b e t t e r  o r  f a s t e r , "  and h im s e l f  
must be  t o l d  a s to r y  by th e  poem's main sp e ak e r ,  a more e n l ig h te n e d  
h i re d  man th an  James, who has s ta y e d  to  h e lp  d e s p i te  th e  i n s u l t  
because " I  know you d o n ' t  u n d e rs tan d  our ways."
The p o in t  i s  t h a t  any u n d e rs tan d in g  o f  "ways" i s  
i n e x t r i c a b ly  l in k e d  to  th e  t e l l i n g  of th o se  ways: language
and v a lu e s  a re  in s e p a r a b le .  Saunders, th e  bo ss  of th e  poem 
w ith in  th e  poem, has o ffended  th e  s p e a k e r 's  d i g n i t y  by h i s  
rem arks, b u t  n o t  b e in g  "town-bred" has no excuse f o r  h i s  
v i o l a t i o n  o f  th e  code and n e a r ly  g e ts  h im se lf  k i l l e d .  Speech 
i s  i n  th e  poem a m a t te r  o f  l i f e  and d e a th ,  and Saunders sim ply 
does n o t  pay any a t t e n t i o n  to  what he says and th e  way he says i t .
I n t e r e s t i n g l y ,  overwork has b l in d e d  him, no t 
ig n o ran ce . L ike Len i n  "A Servan t t o  S e rv a n ts ,"  he cannot
^ L y n e n , p . 101 .
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ge t enough work and t r e a t s  o th e r s  as w e l l  as h im se lf  l i k e  
drawhorses:
'But work! t h a t  man could  work e s p e c i a l l y  
I f  by so doing  he cou ld  g e t  more work 
Out o f  h i s  h i r e d  h e lp .  I 'm  n o t  denying 
He was h a rd  on h im s e l f .  I  c o u ld n ' t  f i n d  
That he k e p t  any h o u rs—n o t f o r  h im s e lf .
D ay ligh t and l a n t e r n - l i g h t  were one t o  him . . .
He c o u ld n ' t  keep away from doing s o m e th in g . '
Saunders s u f f e r s  from th e  k in d  o f d e s p a i r  we have 
seen a l r e a d y  i n  th e  p re v io u s  c h a p te r .  I t s  symptoms a re  over­
work and s p e e c h le s s n e s s .  In  h i s  push  t o  g e t  more and more 
done, he ends up t o n g u e - t i e d ,  h i s  words g iv in g  n o th in g  b u t  
o ffen c e .  Shouting an  u n n e ce ssa ry  command to  h i s  h i r e d  man, 
he i n s u l t s  him, b ecau se , as  th e  sp eak e r  sa y s ,  "Never you say 
a th in g  l i k e  t h a t  to  a  m an ,/  Not i f  he v a lu e s  what he i s . "
The "town-bred" fa rm er does n o t  y e t  re c o g n iz e  t h i s  r e l a t i o n ­
ship  betw een th e  way you say  a th in g  and v a lu e s ;  he has n o t  
y e t  d ec ip h ered  th e  code t h a t  b r in g s  language and essence  
to g e th e r .  Saunders , on th e  o th e r  hand, should  know b e t t e r ,  
bu t overwork has l e f t  h i s  v i s i o n  and v o ic e  im pa ired .
The "code" by which Robert F r o s t  l i v e d  was, o f c o u rse ,  
h i s  p o e t ry .  P o e try  was h i s  c a l l i n g ,  and a s  R ichard  P o i r i e r  
and James Cox b e fo re  him have so p e r s u a s iv e ly  p o in te d  o u t ,  
one o f  h i s  m ajor s u b je c t s  i s  th e  i n t e r p r e t i v e  p ro c e s s  i t s e l f .  
I f  man wages, i n  Baym's u n d e rs tan d in g  o f  P r o s t ,  "an e n d le s s  
b a t t l e  a g a in s t  th e  decay ing  f lu x  / t h a t /  endures as long  as 
e x is te n c e  e n d u re s ,"  what i s  v a lu a b le  i s  " th e  sm all g e s tu re  . . 
u n r e m i t t in g ly  r e p e a te d .  The human l i f e  i s  no t h e ro ic  i n  an
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32epic se n se .  I t  i s  a l i f e  o f s t a y in g ." - '  The most im p o rtan t
of th e se  s ta y s  i s  th e  a c t  of w r i t in g .
The poem "begins a s  "a lump in  th e  th r o a t "  i n  F r o s t ' s  
d e f i n i t i o n  and ends, we presume, w ith  th e  t h r o a t  c le a r e d .  I t  
works, i n  s h o r t ,  a "balm a p p l ie d  to  i n d iv id u a l  s i t u a t i o n s .
But i t  i s  a l s o  a "momentary s t a y , " a s  we know, and th e  
problem o f  c le a r in g  th e  t h r o a t  o f  lumps or th e  f i e l d  o f  weeds
i s  soon "back. What F r o s t  honors , th e n ,  i s  a s  much th e  p ro ce ss
of s ta y in g  a s  th e  p ro d u c t ,  th e  w r i t in g  as  much as th e  poem 
w r i t te n .
33I f ,  as George W. N i tc h ie  has a rgued , ^ F ro s t  has  no
p re s c r ib e d  p a t t e r n  to  h i s  poems, no myth l i k e  Yeats to  g ive
them a co h erence , h i s  sense  of th e  poem as a s ta y in g  am idst
f lu x  i s  th e  re a so n .  He ta k e s  jo y  i n  th e  w r i t in g  p r o c e s s ,  and
i t  i s  i n  p ro c e ss  t h a t  work and l e i s u r e  come c lo s e s t  to g e th e r .
I t  i s  th e  mowing of th e  f i e l d  no t  th e  f i e l d  mowed he c e l e b r a t e s ,
j u s t  as i t  i s  th e  mending o f  th e  w a ll  and th e  p ic k in g  o f th e
ap p le s .  These p r e s e n t  p a r t i c i p l e s  suggest  on-going a c t i v i t y
and work as  i t s  own rew ard . The poem i s  l i k e  "white w a te r ,"
moving th e  p o e t  th ro u g h  h i s  l i f e ,  s ta y in g  h i s  emotions a t  th e
same t im e . The fun  i s  i n  th e  sa y in g ,  th e  doing o f a th in g —
th e  " b u i ld in g "  o f  th e  b u n d le ,  no t  i t s  " b o t t l e s "  o r  "buns":
For every  p a r c e l  I  stoop  down to  s e iz e  
I  lo s e  some o th e r  o f f  my arms and knees ,
And th e  whole p i l e  i s  s l i p p in g ,  b o t t l e s ,  buns— 
Extremes too  hard  to  comprehend a t  once,
^Baym , p . 722.
^ S e e  N itc h ie ,  e s p e c ia l ly  pp . 189-223.
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Yet n o th in g  I  should  c a re  t o  le a v e  beh in d .
With a l l  I  have to  h o ld  w i th ,  hand and mind 
And h e a r t ,  i f  need h e , I  w i l l  do my b e s t  
To keep t h e i r  b u i ld in g  b a la n ce d  a t  my b r e a s t .
("The Armful")
I n t e r e s t i n g l y ,  F r o s t  n ev e r  " read"  h i s  poems to
aud ien ces .  They be longed  i n  h i s  v o ic e ,  n o t  on th e  page, and
he spoke them as i f  remaking them each t im e .  As one l i s t e n e r ,
James Gox sa y s ,  "he seem/ed7 to  be remembering each poem as
he moved/"d/7  th ro u g h  i t ,"  and th e  ending always b rou gh t w ith
34i t  "a sense o f achievement and r e p o s s e s s i o n . E a c h  "speak ing"
was th u s  a way of g e t t i n g  as c lo s e  as  he cou ld  t o  th e  o r i g i n a l
work, and jo y ,  of th e  w r i t in g ,  and a metaphor f o r  one m an's
work a t  h o ld in g  h i s  co n fu s io n .  We conclude, th e n ,  t h a t  s e l f -
35r e l i a n c e  i s  s e l f - p o s s e s s io n  i n  F ro s t  ^ and t h a t  Em erson 's 
"man th in k in g "  i s  F r o s t ' s  "man sp eak in g ."
" D ire c t iv e "  i s  F r o s t ' s  most pow erfu l poem on th e  work 
of s u r v iv a l  and p o e t r y ' s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  to  i t .  I t  i s  a poem in  
p r a i s e  o f  th e  " g a th e r in g  m etaphor,"  o f th e  language t h a t  
enab les  u s  to  f in d  o rd e r  in  th e  c h a o t ic  f ragm en ts  o f our 
l i v e s .  " D ire c t iv e "  i s  made up o f  f rag m en ts ,  i n  f a c t ,  " p ie c e s  
rec la im ed  from / o u r /  abandoned e x p e r ie n c e ,  as Cox sa y s ,
"a house t h a t  i s  no more a h o u se /  Upon a farm t h a t  i s  no more
34•^James M. Cox, "Eobert F ro s t  and th e  Edge o f  th e  
C le a r in g ,"  V i rg in ia  Q u a r te r ly  Review (W inter, 1959), pp . 87-88.
35-^See Cox, p . 80. S e l f - p o s s e s s io n  seems t o  become 
s e l f - a s s u r a n c e  in  th e  l a t e r  F r o s t ,  b u t ,  as th e  n ex t  c h a p te r  
su g g e s ts ,  th e  p o e t ' s  ou tspokenness may have been a d i s g u is e  
f o r  g u i l t .
^^Cox, p. 88 .
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a fa rm / And i n  a town t h a t  i s  no more a town." The se a rc h  i s  
fo r  s e l f  as  we a re  beckoned by a guide whose p l a y f u l  s e r io u s ­
ness ta k e s  u s  down a road  t h a t  was once "Someone's road  home 
from work" to  a "time made sim ple by th e  l o s s /  Of d e t a i l . "
We t r a v e l ,  i n  s h o r t ,  p a s t  c i v i l i z a t i o n  to  i t s  so u rc e ,  th e  
brook by which th e  house was b u i l t  and th e  c h i ld r e n  p lay ed :
Your d e s t i n a t i o n  and you r  d e s t i n y ' s  
A brook t h a t  was th e  w a te r  o f  th e  house,
Cold a s  a sp r in g  as  y e t  so n e a r  i t s  so u rc e ,
Too l o f t y  and o r i g i n a l  to  ra g e .
In  i t s  s t r i p p in g  to  e ssence  and r e tu r n in g  us to  
w a tering  p l a c e s ,  " D ire c t iv e "  i s  c lo s e  to  Walden. F r o s t ,  
l i k e  Thoreau, i s  making what S. P. C. D uvall c a l l s  "a d i r e c t i v e  
to  th e  p e r e n n ia l  sou rce  o f  l i f e , " ^  which i s  n o t  so much th e  
water we d r in k  as what t h a t  w a ter  comes to  mean f o r  b o th  
w r i t e r s .  Walden i s ,  f i n a l l y ,  a way o f se e in g  t h a t  i s  
in t im a te ly  r e l a t e d  to  a way o f sp eak in g , and so i s  " D i r e c t iv e ."  
The "g o b le t"  from which we d r in k ,  t h a t  b r in g s  u s  l i p - t o - l i p  
w ith  th e  h o ly  w a te r ,  i s  language , our " g a th e r in g  m etaphor."  
Language i s  how we t a s t e  ex p erien ce  and "know" i t ,  and l i k e  
th e  "g o b le t"  i s  a th in g  o f "m ake-believe" because  i t  i s  n o t  
experience  i t s e l f  b u t  a way of u n d e rs ta n d in g .  Without th e  
bowl to  h o ld  and shape i t ,  th e  w a te r  o f l i f e  ru n s  th rough  
our f i n g e r s .
But th e r e  a re  th o se  who " c a n ' t  g e t  saved, a s  S a in t  
Mark says th e y  m u s t n ' t , "  f o r ,  as  F ro s t  i n t e r p r e t s  S t .  Mark,
" I t  seems t h a t  peop le  w e re n ' t  meant to  be saved i f  th e y  d i d n ' t
3?S. P- C- D uva ll,  "Robert F r o s t ' s  'D i r e c t i v e '  ou t of 
Walden, " American L i t e r a t u r e  (Ja n u a ry ,  I9 6 0 ) ,  p . 4-85.
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38unders tand  f i g u r e s  o f sp eech ." - ' There i s ,  m  o th e r  words, 
what Duvall c a l l s  "an e x c lu s iv e n e s s  i n  m e tap h o r ic a l  e x p re s -  
s i o n " ; "  t h e r e  i s  always " th e  l o s t  s o u l , "  t h a t  " m a t e r i a l i s t "  
who has no " g a th e r in g  metaphor" to  g ive  h i s  l i f e  "shape and 
o rd e r ."  H e l l ,  as th e  Greeks knew, was a l i f e  w ith o u t l e i s u r e ,  
the  s i l e n c e  of Sisyphus e n d le s s ly  push ing  h i s  ro c k .  In  
c o n t r a s t ,  " D ire c t iv e "  a s s e r t s  t h a t  to  he  "whole a g a in  "beyond 
confusion" i s  f i r s t  to  have a way o f  speak ing . " In  th e  
beg inn ing  was th e  word"—th e  f i r s t  t o o l ,  th e  f i r s t  poem, th e  
f i r s t  "momentary s ta y  a g a in s t  c o n fu s io n ."
^ Q u o te d  by D u v a ll ,  p .  4-88. 
^ D u v a l l ,  p .  4-87.
CHAPTER V
THE AGITATED HEART
The p u b l i c a t i o n  o f  A F u r th e r  Range i n  1936 r e p r e s e n ts  
a change i n  d i r e c t i o n  i n  Robert F r o s t ' s  p o e t ry .  On th e  s u r f a c e  
the  book i s  F r o s t ' s  a t tem p t to  comment on h i s  t im e s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  
on Hew Deal p o l i t i c s .  I t  i s  one m an 's  r e p l y  to  th e  c o rp o ra te  
vo ices  around him and as such i s  a v e ry  p u b l ic  book, F ro s t  
co n sc io u s ly  rang ing  i n to  th e  p o l i t i c a l  a re n a .  But i t  i s  a l s o  
h is  most " i n t e r i o r "  c o l l e c t i o n ,  c o n ta in in g  some o f  h i s  d a rk e s t  
and most p r i v a t e  poems. As a book t h a t  seems to  c e l e b r a te  
the  in d iv id u a l  a g a in s t  th e  m asses, A F u r th e r  Range a ls o  su g g e s ts  
th e  t e r r i f y i n g  i s o l a t i o n  such in d iv id u a l i s m  can r e s u l t  i n .
Though F ro s t  wished i t  t o  be o th e rw is e ,  th e  book i s  a c a u t io n  
a g a in s t ,  a s  w ell  as  a te s t im o n y  f o r ,  r a d i c a l  in d iv id u a l i s m .
I t  im p lie s  t h a t  though we make o u rse lv e s  "a p la c e  a p a r t , "  as  
F ro s t  once s a id  in  " R e v e la t io n ,"  t h e r e  i s  no more s e c u r i t y  
in  th e  s e l f  th a n  i n  U topian  s o c ia l  schemes: "But oh, th e
a g i t a t e d  h e a r t /  T i l l  someone r e a l l y  f i n d  us  o u t ."
The i s s u e  o f  work a t  t h i s  p o in t  o f  our s tu d y  re a c h e s  
a f u r t h e r  range to o ,  a p o l i t i c a l  and moral one. The goa l o f  
man's work was always a q u e s t io n  f o r  F r o s t .  With men h o ld in g  
hands i n  un ion  h a l l s  a c ro ss  th e  co u n try  and s in g in g  to g e th e r  
Wobblie work songs l i k e  "The Commonwealth o f  T o il"  and Joe 
H i l l ' s  "P reacher and S l a v e , m i l l e n n i a l i s m  was i n  th e  a i r .
^See Songs o f  Work and P r o t e s t , ed. by E d ith  Fowke and 
Joe G lazer (New York, 1973), pp. 14-16 , 155-157• "Wobblie" was
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But f o r  F r o s t ,  concerned a s  we have seen  w ith  th e  work o f  h i s  
own s a l v a t io n ,  such  U top ian  v i s io n s  r a i s e d  more q u e s t io n s  th a n  
they  answered. In  A F u r th e r  Range, no lo n g e r  c o n te n t  to  
a s s e r t  "from th e  h e a r t "  t h a t  men work to g e th e r  "whether th ey  
work to g e th e r  o r  a p a r t , "  F r o s t  p ro b es  th e  v e ry  p rem ise  o f t h a t  
a s s e r t i o n .  Not on ly  does he ask w hether men can work to g e th e r  
but w hether th e y  should  even t r y .  I s  th e  i d e a l  community 
p o s s ib le  o r  even d e s i r a b le ?  Should n o t  th e  in d iv id u a l  go h i s  
own way?
But th e  l o n e l i n e s s  and t e r r o r  t h a t  lu r k  beh ind  many of 
the  poems i n  A F u r th e r  Range fo r c e  us t o  ask o th e r  q u e s t io n s
th e  nickname f o r  th e  I n d u s t r i a l  Workers of th e  World (IWW), a 
union o f  u n s k i l l e d  w orkers of th e  f i e l d  and f a c t o r y  who f i r s t  
o rgan ized  i n  Chicago in  1905* Whereas s k i l l e d  tradesm en found 
s t r e n g th  i n  th e  American F e d e ra t io n  of Labor, th e  l a r g e  m asses 
of w orke rs ,  such a s  immigrant t e x t i l e  w orkers o f th e  E a s t ,  had 
no c o l l e c t i v e  v o ic e .  Music was th e  l i f e  b lood  of th e  W obblies,
and "The Commonwealth o f  T o i l , "  o r i g i n a l l y  p r i n t e d  in  t h e i r
famous " L i t t l e  Red Song Book" o f  1909, ex p re sses  th e  U n io n 's  
hope f o r  a b r i g h t e r  tomorrow. I t s  chorus went a s  fo l lo w s:
But we have a glowing dream
Of how f a i r  th e  w orld  w i l l  seem
When each man can l i v e  h i s  l i f e  secu re  and f r e e ;
When th e  e a r th  i s  owned by la b o r
And t h e r e ' s  jo y  and peace  f o r  a l l
In  th e  Commonwealth o f  T o i l  t h a t  i s  t o  be .
Joe H i l l  was th e  leg en d ary  p o e t - m in s t r e l  o f  th e  W obblies. 
He sang h i s  songs l i k e  "Casey Jones" and "The P re a c h e r  and th e  
Slave" a t  u n ion  m ee tin g s , on s t r e e t  c o rn e r s ,  and on p ic k e t  l i n e s  
th roughout th e  c o u n try .  The 1913 e d i t i o n  o f  th e  " L i t t l e  Red 
Song Book" co n ta in e d  t h i r t e e n  o f  h i s  songs. His d e a th  by 
f i r in g - s q u a d  i n  Utah i n  1915, th e  r e s u l t  o f  a murder c o n v ic t io n  
t h a t  most u n ion  members b e l ie v e d  was a fram e-up (and p robab ly  
was), made him a m arty r  t o  th e  Wobblie cause . H i l l ' s  body 
was b rough t t o  Chicago where more th a n  30,000 mourners marched 
in  th e  f u n e r a l  p ro c e s s io n .  H i l l  was crem ated and h i s  ashes 
s c a t t e r e d  a c ro ss  th e  U nited  S t a t e s ,  every  one b u t  Utah. H is , 
and th e  Wobblie, message i s  summarized i n  th e s e  two l i n e s  from 
"The P re a c h e r  and th e  S lave" :
Working men o f  a l l  c o u n t r i e s ,  u n i te !
Side by s id e  we f o r  freedom w i l l  f i g h t .
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as w e l l .  W ithout community, i n  a w orld o f  n o th in g  h u t  " lone 
s t r i k e r s "  and "one-man r e v o l u t io n s , "  where does th e  i n d iv id u a l  
r e a l l y  s tand?  I s  r e t r e a t  to  s e l f ,  no m a t te r  how " s t r a t e g i c "  
a t  t im e s ,  th e  answer? A gainst F r o s t ' s  co n sc io u s  i n t e n t i o n s ,
the  hook su g g e s ts  t h a t  i t  i s  n o t ,  t h a t  th e  s o l i t a r y  l i f e  can
2he a t e r r i f y i n g  one.
We must ask to o ,  a s  F ro s t  and h i s  con tem pora r ie s  d id ,  
what th e  a r t i s t ' s  r o l e  i s  in  a l l  of t h i s .  I s  he to  he  th e  
spokesman of th e  m asses, g iv in g  h i s  a r t  over  to  s o c ia l  co n ce rn s ,  
to  th e  p l i g h t  o f th e  poor and th e  tram p, o r  i s  h i s  du ty  s o l e ly  
to  h im s e lf  and h i s  c r a f t ?  F r o s t ' s  l a c k  o f  sympathy f o r  th e  
common working man t ro u b le d  th e  re v ie w e rs  of t h i s  hook g r e a t l y ,  
hut c o n tr a ry  to  p o p u la r  th o u g h t ,  s o c i a l  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  was a 
problem F ro s t  w re s t le d  w ith  c o n t in u a l ly  and n o t  one he p a sse d  
o f f  l i g h t l y .  His s o c i a l  sense  was deep, and h i s  r e j e c t i o n  of 
i t  produced a g u i l t  he never  g o t  r i d  o f .  There i s ,  i n  o th e r  
words, a k ind  o f "bond and f r e e "  te n s io n  i n  F ro s t  and e s p e c i a l l y  
in  A F u r th e r  Range, one t h a t  we cannot u n d e rs ta n d  f u l l y  w itho u t 
knowing th e  so u rc es  of F r o s t ' s  id e a s  on th e  masses and on 
a r t ' s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  to  " th e  p e o p le ."  To p ro v id e  a c o n te x t  
f o r  A F u r th e r  Range, th e n ,  l e t  us t u r n  t o  th e  in f lu e n c e s  on 
F ro s t  t h a t  may have g iv en  r i s e  to  th e  t e n s io n s  i n  t h i s  most 
complex o f h i s  hooks.
F r o s t ' s  mother was a woman whose deep r e l i g i o u s  
c o n v ic t io n s  ta u g h t  h e r  t h a t  o n e 's  g r e a t e s t  work was s e rv ic e
2The t e r r o r  o f th e  s o l i t a r y  l i f e  su g g e s ts  F r o s t ' s  con­
n e c t io n  w ith  Hawthorne and M e lv i l le  more th an  w ith  Emerson. 
F r o s t ' s  p la c e  i n  America i s  d is c u s se d  in  th e  n ex t  c h a p te r .
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to  o th e r s .  H e r s e l f  a p o e t ,  I s a b e l l e  Moodie F ro s t  s o ld  poems
to  h e r  h u sb a n d 's  newspaper i n  an a t tem p t to  supplement th e
fam ily  b u d g e t.  One o f  t h e s e ,  "The A r t i s t ' s  Motive,"-^ was
p u b lish ed  j u s t  a f t e r  R o b e r t 's  t e n t h  b i r th d a y  in  1884 and was
undoubtedly  one o f  th e  f i r s t  poems th e  boy ever r e a d .  In
Thompson's words, " P a r t  of h e r  theme i s  t h a t  th e  a r t i s t  i s  a t
h is  b e s t  when he i s  m o tiv a te d  to  make h i s  a r t  r e f l e c t  a t r a n s ­
it
cendent and u l t i m a t e  R e a l i ty ,  T ru th ,  Love." T h is  id e a  of
" transcendence"  o b v io u s ly  s tu c k  w ith  F r o s t ,  b u t  th e  poem r a i s e s
o th e r  i s s u e s  a s  w e l l .  A c l e a r  p i c t u r e  of c l a s s  s t r u g g le
e x is t s  i n  "The A r t i s t ' s  M otive ."  The a r t i s t ,  h i s  c h i ld r e n
s ta r v in g ,  s e l l s  h i s  work to  th e  r i c h  and e v e n tu a l ly  grows
w ealthy  h im s e lf .  But h i s  r e a l  w ish  i s  t o  become " a f f l u e n t
in  joy" a s  he s t r u g g le s  to  p a in t  p i c t u r e s  of s u f f e r in g  and
p o v e rty .  He w ishes t o  g ive  h im s e l f  over e n t i r e l y  to  love  o f
o th e r  a s  th e  a r t i s t  shou ld , I s a b e l l e  F ro s t  b e l ie v e d .  To be
l ik e  th e  nun he t r i e s  to  p a in t  i s  h i s  g o a l:
Adorned in  ro b es  e x p re s s iv e  o f  h e r  l i f e  
Of such sweet s e l f - l o s s ,  she seems to  walk 
With haugh ty  mien: so , to o ,  th e  c h i l d ,
In  r a g s ,  s h e 's  le a d in g  by th e  hand . . .
" S e l f - l o s s "  i s  s e t  a g a in s t  th e  v a n i t y  of t r y in g  to  
ach ieve  i t  i n  th e  poem a s  even th e  nun "Looks proud a s  any 
queen." But th e  a r t i s t ' s  goa l i s  "dear  hum anity ,"  h i s  i d e a l ,  
th e  abandonment o f  s e l f  t o  "Love":
^The E a r ly  Y e a rs , pp . 488-490. 
^The E a r ly  Y e a rs , p .  490.
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Thus la h o r  took  un to  i t s e l f  d i v in e r  form 
Poured i n to  molds o f u se  f o r  d e a r  hum anity.
So t a s k s  grew easy , and th e r e  came 
A tim e of wonder to  my s o u l .
While working on a p ie c e  t h a t  a l l
Great a r t i s t s  lo v e ,  " C h r is t  b l e s s in g  l i t t l e  c h i ld r e n , "  
'Twas th e r e  a new sense  t h r i l l e d  my so u l :
Por T ru th  w i th  g e n t le  hand had led  
Me over rough , u n c e r t a in  ro ad s  
In to  a p la c e  se ren e  w ith  h o ly  l i g h t  
Where dw elt h e r  f a i r e r  s i s t e r ,  Love.
C h r is t  i s  th e  a r t i s t ' s  m entor i n  th e  poem and h i s
le s so n  t h a t  o f s e l f - s a c r i f i c e ,  a le s s o n  n o t  l o s t  on th e  young
F ro s t  a s  we can see i n  one of h i s  e a r l i e s t ,  unpub lish ed  poems.
F i l l e d  w ith  legends of S c o t t i s h  h e ro es  by h i s  rom antic  m other,
5F ro s t  w rote  " In  Equal S ac rif ice " -^  i n  Lawrence i n  th e  e a r ly
1 8 9 0 's .  A b a l l a d ,  th e  poem c e l e b r a te s  "what o f  o ld  th e
Douglas d id ,"  g iv in g  up h i s  " h e a r t"  i n  an a t tem p t to  se rv e
the  Lord a g a in s t  " th e  too  v i c t o r i o u s  Moor." The m oral i s
c l e a r ,  and th e  poem o b v io u s ly  immature:
That a man f o r  God should  s t r i k e  a blow 
No M atte r  whose h e a r t  he may have in  charge  
For th e  Holy Land where h e a r t s  should  go.
The concern , however, i s  v i t a l .  A m an 's  most im p o rtan t  work
i s  n o t  s e l f - s u r v i v a l  b u t  s e l f - d e n i a l ,  th e  abandonment o f  s e l f
f o r  cause .
T his  i s  a l s o  I s a b e l l e  F r o s t ' s  answer t o  th e  q u e s t io n  
of th e  a r t i s t ' s  r o l e  i n  an unhappy w orld . "Love" as an  answer 
i s  n o t  easy , however; i t  b r in g s  w ith  i t  i n  "The A r t i s t ' s  
Motive" an unavo idab le  h e s i t a n c y ,  one F r o s t  p ic k s  up i n  f u t u r e  
poems. The a r t i s t  c o n t in u a l ly  c o n fro n ts  h i s  own v a n i ty  and 
l i k e  M artin  L u ther i s  u n ab le  t o  escape  s e l f - l o v e  e n t i r e l y :
^The E a r ly  Y e a rs , pp. 577-578.
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I ' l l  t r y  once more! Oh, weary hours!
Oh, h e a r t s i c k  sou l!  In  v a in !  In  v a in  
I  work— each form i s  h o rn  i n  p r i d e .
And e 'e n  th e  f lo w e rs ,  th o se  f a i r e s t  ty p es  of 
in n o c e n t  h u m il i ty ,
F la u n t  p ro u d ly  i n  th e  a i r .
The end o f  h e r  poem, however, shows th e  a r t i s t  
trium phing  over h i s  v a n i ty  i n  C h r i s t ,  whereas s e l f - c o n c e r n  in  
he r  s o n 's  m ature  p o e t ry ,  though q u e s t io n e d ,  i s  nev er  r e j e c t e d .  
Indeed, i t  i s  o f t e n  f l a u n te d .  Love f o r  b r o t h e r ,  f o r  f e l lo w  
worker, i n  F ro s t  i s  always b a lan ced  by a q u e s t io n ,  as  one of 
h is  most t h e m a t i c a l ly  im p o rtan t  poems from A Boy 's  W ill  makes 
c l e a r .
Based on an a c tu a l  ep isode  on F r o s t ' s  D erry , New
Hampshire farm , "Love and a Q uestion" i s  a b a l l a d  having
cu rio us  echoes of " In  Equal S a c r i f i c e . "  Whether to  l e t  th e
"S trang er"  w ith  h i s  coo l "g reen -w h ite  s t i c k "  spend th e  n ig h t
and d i s r u p t  th e  warmth o f  home and b r i d e ,  "Her f a c e  r o s e - r e d
w ith  th e  glowing c o a l , "  i s  a dilemma th e  bridegroom  never
r e s o lv e s .  To g ive  th e  man food o r  money i s  n o t  th e  problem .
The q u e s t io n ,  im p o r ta n t ly ,  i s  o f  t o t a l  commitment o f  s e l f ,
of home and lo v e ,  to  o th e r ,  and t h i s  th e  groom "wished he knew"
how to  answer:
The bridegroom  tho ugh t i t  l i t t l e  to  g ive  
A d o le  of b re a d ,  a p u rse ,
A h e a r t f e l t  p ra y e r  f o r  th e  poor of God,
Or f o r  th e  r i c h  a cu rse ;
But w hether o r  n o t  a man was asked  
To mar th e  love  o f two 
By h a rb o r in g  woe i n  th e  b r i d a l  house ,
The bridegroom  wished he knew.
The "woe" b ro ugh t by  th e  s t r a n g e r  i s  n o t  on ly  th e  rem inder of
po v e rty  and unhapp iness he b r in g s  b u t  th e  c o n f r o n ta t io n  w ith
r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  he p r e s e n t s .  I s  a m an 's  d u ty  o u ts id e  o r in?
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The e a r l i e r  b a l l a d ' s  answer f o r  t h i s  was commitment, h u t  "Love 
and a Q uestion" backs  o f f  from any answer a t  a l l .
" In  Equal S a c r i f i c e "  was, however, on F r o s t ' s  mind
when he w rote  "Love and a Q u estio n ."  Though one i s  d id a c t i c
in  mode and th e  o th e r  d ram a tic ,  t h e  i s s u e s  r a i s e d  a re  th e  same
and some o f th e  l i n e s  oddly  s i m i l a r .  The " h e a r t"  o f  Eobert
th e  Bruce t h a t  th e  Douglas c a r r i e s  w ith  him i s  " In  a golden
case w ith  a golden  l i d " ;  i t  i s  t h i s  h e a r t  he must s a c r i f i c e
in  h i s  h o p e le ss  f i g h t :
The ro y a l  h e a r t  by a go lden  ch a in  
He w h ir le d  and f lu n g  f o r t h  i n t o  th e  p l a i n  
And fo llow ed  i t  i r r e s i s t a b l y  /sic_7 
And s ta n d in g  over i t  t h e r e  was s l a i n .
So many a n o th e r  do o f  r i g h t ,
Give a h e a r t  to  th e  h o p e le s s  f i g h t  . . .
The bridegroom , in  th in k in g  o f  h i s  lo v e  i n s i d e ,  w ishes "her
h e a r t  i n  a case  of g o ld /  And p inned  w i th  a s i l v e r  p i n . "  He
wants to  p r o t e c t  h e r ;  however, should  he have t o  g iv e  up th e
f i g h t  f o r  h i s  p e r s o n a l  " s u r v iv a l"  and l e t  th e  s t r a n g e r  s t a y  th e
n ig h t ,  he w i l l  i n  e f f e c t  be th row ing  th e  " h e a r t"  he c h e r i s h e s
away as th e  Douglas d id .
O bviously , much o f  t h i s  go ld en  c a s e - h e a r t  imagery i s  
a p ro d u c t o f too  much rom antic  re a d in g  and th e  work o f a p o e t i c  
am ateur. The p o in t  i n  making t h i s  comparison o f l i n e s  he re  
i s  n o t  so much to  show in d eb ted n e ss  of one poem f o r  a n o th e r  as 
to  i n d i c a t e  how concerned F ro s t  was i n  d e b a t in g  h i s  m o th e r 's  
o v e r r id in g  b e l i e f  t h a t ,  i n  Thompson's words, " s e l f - g i v i n g  and 
s e l f - s a c r i f i c e  a re  th e  n o b le s t  and most h e ro ic  forms of human
106
e f f o r t . " ^  To what goa l i s  o n e 's  work d i r e c t e d ,  h i s  mother would
want to  know, and as a te a c h e r  h e r s e l f ,  h e r  i n t e r e s t  was i n  th e
le a rn in g  o f o th e r s .
Her son, to o ,  was a t e a c h e r ,  though o f  an a p p a re n t ly
le s s  s e l f - s a c r i f i c i n g  k in d .  As Sidney Cox r e p o r t s  i n  A Swinger
of B i r c h e s , "At Bread Loaf in  th e  summer of 1924- he t o l d  a
l i t t l e  t h e a t e r  f u l l  o f h igh  school E n g lish  t e a c h e r s :  An E n g lish
te a c h e r  has t h r e e  prime d u t i e s .  He would s t a t e  them, he s a i d ,
in  th e  o rd e r  o f t h e i r  im portance . The E n g lish  t e a c h e r ' s  f i r s t
duty i s  to  h im s e l f—th e n ,  w ith  a q u e s t io n in g  sm ile ,  h e r s e l f .
Her f i r s t  du ty  i s  to  h e r s e l f .  Her second d u ty  i s  to  th e  hooks.
7
Her t h i r d  du ty  i s  to  h e r  s t u d e n t s . " '  T his  c u r io u s  r o l e  f o r  
the  te a c h e r  i s  an id e a  th e  p o e t  r e p e a te d  l a t e r  as  r e p o r te d  by 
John Holmes i n  th e  Boston Evening T r a n s c r ip t  i n  1956: "E ros t
to ld  t h a t  he had once s t a r t l e d  a group o f  t e a c h e r s  by say ing  
t h a t  o n e 's  f i r s t  c o n s id e r a t io n  should  be  f o r  o n e 's  s e l f ,  n o t  
to  be s e l f - f o r g e t f u l ,  s in c e  t h e r e  i s  o n e 's  own so u l  to  sav e .
Q
A fte r  t h a t  comes th e  book. . . . A f te r  t h a t ,  th e  s tu d e n ts . "
How F ro s t  went from b e l i e v in g  w ith  h i s  m other t h a t  
o n e 's  g r e a t e s t  work was h e lp in g  o th e r s  to  q u e s t io n in g  s e l f -  
s a c r i f i c e  and f i n a l l y ,  as  h e re ,  to  th e  f l a u n t in g  o f  s e l f  i s  a 
q u e s t io n  we can never f i n a l l y  answer. In  p a r t ,  o f  c o u rse ,  he 
simply grew up and n a t u r a l l y  r e b e l l e d .  But h i s  r e b e l l i o n  i s
^The E a r ly  Y e a rs , pp . 576-577.
"^Sidney Cox, A Swinger o f  B irch es  (New York, 1957).
P. 65.
^The E a rly  Y ears, p . 579.
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too h a rsh  and p a r t i c u l a r l y  d i r e c t e d ,  h e re  a t  l e a s t ,  a t  th e  
i d e a l s  o f h i s  m o th e r 's  p r o f e s s io n .  I t  i s  a s  i f  he were be ing  
d e l i b e r a t e l y  o u trag eo u s  and t r y i n g  to  h u r t  th o se  images of 
h is  mother s i t t i n g  i n  th e  au d ie n ce ,  t h a t  change from "h im self"  
to  " h e r s e l f "  a p s y c h o lo g ic a l ly  r e v e a l in g  one. And pe rhaps  he 
was s t r i k i n g  back , f e e l i n g  g u i l t  a t  n o t  b e in g  a b le  t o  l i v e  up 
to  th e  i d e a l s  o f th e  h e ro ic  l i f e  h i s  m other f i l l e d  him w ith .
As th e  b iog raphy  makes c l e a r ,  F ro s t  c o n t in u a l ly  p u t  h im se lf  
be fo re  o th e r s  i n  h i s  l i f e ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  th o se  i n  h i s  own
q
fam ily , and once s a id ,  "No a r t i s t  shou ld  have a f a m i l y . " '  As 
we s h a l l  see i n  A F u r th e r  Range, g u i l t  was som ething he shouted  
down, b u t  nev er  o u t ,  by h i s  many c e l e b r a t io n s  o f s e l f .
One of F r o s t ' s  e a r l i e s t  work e x p e r ien c es  seemed, however, 
to confirm  th e  i d e a l  o f  sympathy he le a rn e d  from h i s  m other.
As a bobbin  c o l l e c t o r  a t  th e  B ra i th w a i te  M il l  o u ts id e  Lawrence 
in  1891, he s id e d  w ith  th e  l a b o r  o rg a n iz a t io n s  i n  p r o t e s t i n g  
th e  onerous work week. L ike th e  o th e r s  a t  th e  m i l l ,  he worked 
from seven u n t i l  s i x  w ith  a h a l f  hour f o r  lu n ch , s i x  days a 
week. To p a ra p h ra se  h i s  b io g ra p h e r ,  nev e r  b e fo re  d id  h i s  
m o th e r 's  a d m ira t io n  of B e llam y 's  Looking Backward and h e r  
s o c i a l i s t  i n t e r e s t  i n  th e  d o c t r in e s  o f  Henry George make so 
much sense  to  him.^® He cheered  w ith  th e  o th e r  w orkers when 
la b o r  p re s s u re  fo rc e d  th e  m i l l s  to  c lo s e  S a tu rday  a f te rn o o n s ,  
reduc ing  th e  work week from s i x t y - t h r e e  to  f i f t y - e i g h t  h o u rs .
^ The Years of Triumph, p .  390. 
^ T h e  E a r ly  Y ears , p .  106.
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F ros t  enjoyed th e  company of th e  men and women a t  th e  m i l l  
much to  th e  c h a g r in  of h i s  pro-management g ra n d fa th e r  who saw 
in  such la b o r  u n r e s t  th e  b eg in n in g  o f  doom.
But th e  B ra i th w a ite  M il l  ex p e r ien ce  was a summer job 
fo r  th e  young man, n o t  one o f a b s o lu te  n e c e s s i t y — one, t h a t  
i s ,  he cou ld  drop when he wanted. Though h i s  fam ily  needed 
the  money, he had n o n e th e le s s  a detachm ent from th e  job th e  
o th er  w orkers la c k e d ,  a detachm ent t h a t  made h i s  m ean ing less  
chore b e a r a b le .  So, to o ,  d id  knowing he was o f f  t o  c o l le g e  
make h i s  p o s i t i o n  as  c l e r i c a l  a s s i s t a n t  to  th e  g a te k e e p e r  a t  
the  E v e re t t  M il l  th e  nex t  summer an e a s i e r  one to  h o ld .  I t  
was n o t  u n t i l  he dropped out o f  Dartmouth i n  1893 t h a t  he 
was fo rc e d  to  c o n fro n t  th e  r e a l i t i e s  o f f a c t o r y  l i f e  a s  one 
of th e  m e n ia ls .  He d id  n o t  l i k e  what he found.
The whole ep isode  a t  th e  A r l in g to n  M ill  was a blow to  
F r o s t ' s  p r id e  and a d i r e c t  c o n t r a d i t i o n  o f what work should  
mean i n  th e  Greek view of t h in g s .  He was no lo n g e r  s p e c ia l  
but sim ply  an o th e r  one o f  th e  w orkers w ith  no im p o rtan t  p la c e ,  
l i k e  sch o o l ,  t o  look  forw ard  to  a t  th e  end o f  h i s  s t a y .  In  
f a c t ,  t h e r e  appeared  to  be no end to  t h a t  s t a y .  His work as 
l i g h t  trim m er was no t d i f f i c u l t ;  what was d i f f i c u l t  was 
ad m it t in g  h i s  commonness among th e  w orkers . In  a d d i t i o n ,  the  
blow to  h i s  p r id e  i n  becoming p a r t  o f  th e  crowd became even 
s t ro n g e r  when h e ' r e a l i z e d  s e v e ra l  o f  t h a t  crowd were form er 
s tu d e n ts  o f h i s .  (He had been  a s u b s t i t u t e  te a c h e r  a t  th e  
Second Grammar School i n  M ethuen.) They were s tu d e n ts  he had 
t r e a t e d  ro u g h ly , and, as Thompson p o in t s  o u t ,  " they  l o s t  no 
chance to  keep a sk in g  him how he had f a l l e n  from h i s  h ig h
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e s t a t e  t o  a p o s i t i o n  f a r  more m enial and l e s s  rem u nera tiv e  
than  some o f  th e  t a s k s  c a r r i e d  out by h i s  p e r s e c u to r s .
E v en tu a lly ,  E ro s t  was a t t a c k e d  on h i s  way home from work and 
might w e ll  have "been k i l l e d  had i t  n o t  "been f o r  two p a s s e r s -h y  
who broke  up th e  f i g h t .  To rub s a l t  i n  h i s  s p i r i t u a l  wounds, 
however, one of th e  Sam aritans was a member of F r o s t ' s  g ra d u a t in g  
high school c l a s s  who now looked upon i t s  v a l e d i c t o r i a n  a s  no 
more th a n  a common m il l -h a n d .
The A r l in g to n  M il l  exp erience  i s  s u r e ly  an im p o rtan t
one f o r  u n d e rs ta n d in g  F r o s t ' s  d ev e lop ing  a t t i t u d e  tow ard h i s
fe l low  worker and th e  w o rk e r 's  p l i g h t  i n  g e n e r a l .  S e l f -
s a c r i f i c e  and l o v e - o f - o th e r  became c o n s id e ra b ly  h a rd e r  when
faced  w ith  th e  v io le n c e ,  o b s c e n i ty ,  and u t t e r  o r d in a r in e s s  o f
the  m il l -w o rk e r .  Though he admired th e  q u ickness  and d e x t e r i t y
of th e  g i r l s  a t  th e  m achines, he soon r e a l i z e d ,  as  M e lv i l le  had
b e fo re  him, how f a c e l e s s  th e y  became in  t h e i r  work and how t h a t
work den ied  t h e i r  humanity as th e y  became l i k e  s p id e r s  drawing
th re a d s  from t h e i r  i n s i d e s :
When th e  speed comes a -c re e p in g  overhead 
And b e l t s  b e g in  to  snap and s h a f t s  to  c re ak ,
And th e  sound d ie s  away o f  them t h a t  speak,
And on th e  g la s s y  f l o o r  th e  ta p p in g  t r e a d ;
When d u s ty  g lobes  on a l l  a p a l l o r  shed ,
And b r e a th s  of many w heels a re  on th e  cheek;
U nw illing  i s  th e  f l e s h ,  th e  s p i r i t  weak,
A ll  e f f o r t  l i k e  a r i s i n g  from th e  dead.
But th e  t a s k  n e 'e r  cou ld  w a i t  th e  mood to  come,
The music o f th e  i r o n  i s  a law:
And as upon th e  heavy spo o ls  t h a t  pay
T h e ir  slow w hite  th r e a d ,  so r u t h l e s s l y  th e  hum
~^ T he  E arly  Y e a rs , pp . 156 - 157 *
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Of c o u n t le s s ,  w h i r l in g  s p in d le s  seems to  draw 
Upon th e  so u l ,  s t i l l  so re  from y e s t e r d a y .^2
The " t re a d "  o f  work i n  t h i s  u n p ub lished  poem has 
rep la c e d  human speech . A l l  one can h e a r  a t  th e  m i l l  a re  m echanical 
v o ic e s .  I t  i s  th e  "sou l"  t h a t  i s  " so re"  i n  such work; i t  i s  
th e  " s p i r i t "  t h a t  grows "weak." To save h i s  own sou l F ro s t  
read Shakespeare a t  th e  m i l l ,  c a r ry in g  a p o c k e t - s iz e d  hook of 
p lay s  w ith  him to  work. He h id  away in  a l o f t  among th e  l i g h t s  
to  read  Ham let, Macbeth, and The Tempest and f i l l e d  th e  v o id  
of f a c to r y  n o is e s  w ith  th e  r ic h n e s s  o f  E l iz a b e th a n  E n g lish .
Such re a d in g  was, i n  a way, an a t tem p t to  b r in g  th e  human v o ic e ,  
and i t s  v a lu e s ,  back  in to  h i s  l i f e .
The le g a c y  of h i s  days a t  th e  A r l in g to n  M il l  was 
resen tm ent a t  be ing  a nobody, a man o f  th e  crowd. More th a n  
anyth ing  he f e l t  h im se lf  a s e rv a n t  and saw s e rv a n ts  a l l  around 
him. What was needed was a c t io n ,  and one morning i n  F ebruary ,
189^ , be ing  l a t e  f o r  work and w atch ing  w ith  h u m i l ia t io n  th e  
g a te  c lo s e  i n  f r o n t  o f  him, he q u i t .  The p o e t i c  t r e a tm e n t  o f 
t h i s  event i s ,  o f  c o u rse ,  "The Lone S t r i k e r , "  th e  opening and 
t o n e - s e t t i n g  poem o f  A F u r th e r  Range. The v e ry  f a c t  t h a t  "The 
Lone S t r ik e r "  d id  n o t  appear i n  a book f o r  some f o r t y  y e a r s  
a f t e r  th e  even t su g g es ts  how d eep ly  s c a r re d  F ro s t  was by h i s  
se v e ra l  months among th e  p e o p le .  His m o th e r 's  " love" became 
much h a rd e r  to  p r a c t i c e  when th o se  around him in  th e  m i l l  were 
f u l l  o f  h a te .  He had come t o  f e a r  th e  common man. Thus, when 
th e  r e a l  o u t-o f-w o rk  s t r a n g e r  o f  "Love and a Q uestion" came to
•^ T h e  E a rly  Y e a rs , p . 158.
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h i s  door i n  Derry some y e a r s  l a t e r ,  F r o s t  d id  indeed  l e t  him
spend th e  n ig h t  h u t  d id  so more ou t o f  s e l f - p r o t e c t i o n  th an
p i ty :  " I t  was l a t e  i n  th e  f a l l ,  th e  n ig h t  was c o ld ,  and th e
tramp looked a s  though he m ight s e t  f i r e  t o  th e  b a rn ,  a f t e r
15dark , i f  t h e  answer was no ."  ^
F r o s t ' s  days a t  th e  f a c to r y  w i th  th e  common man were
almost im m edia te ly  re p la c e d  by  n ig h ts  w ith  th e  pen . I n  March,
1894, be w ro te  "My B u t te r f ly "  which was soon accep ted  by The
Independen t, F r o s t ' s  f i r s t  im portan t  p u b l i c a t i o n .  His dreams
of p u b l i s h in g  suddenly  became r e a l i t y ,  and as th ey  d id ,  th e
budding p o e t  sought t o  answer f o r  h im s e l f  what th e  a r t i s t ' s
ro le  shou ld  b e .  Should he keep to  h im se lf  o r  be a c t iv e  i n
s o c ia l  improvement programs? Whcmwas h i s  a r t  to  save?
In  h i s  e a r l i e r  v a l e d i c t o r i a n  ad d re ss  i n  1892, F ro s t
touched on t h i s  i s s u e  as he t r i e d  t o  c l a r i f y  f o r  h im se lf  as
much a s  f o r  th e  c l a s s  th e  "aim of e x is te n c e " :  " I t  i s  when
a lone , i n  converse  w ith  t h e i r  own th o u g h ts  so much t h a t  th e y
l iv e  t h e i r  c o n v e n t io n a l i t i e s ,  f o r g e t f u l  of th e  w o r ld 's ,  t h a t
men form th o s e  h a b i t s  c a l l e d  th e  hero ism  of g e n iu s ,  and le a d
th e  p ro g re s s  o f  th e  r a c e .  T h is ,  th e  supreme r i s e  o f  the
in d iv id u a l—not a c o n f l i c t  o f  c o n sc io u sn ess ,  an e f f o r t  to
oppose, b u t  b la n d  f o r g e t f u l n e s s ,  a l i f e  from s e l f  f o r  th e
14world—i s  th e  aim of e x i s te n c e ."
The a r t i s t ,  F ro s t  r e s o lv e d ,  has  t o  be s e l f i s h ,  an 
a t t i t u d e  confirm ed in  p a r t  by h i s  A r l in g to n  M ill  adven tu res
^ T h e  E a r ly  Y e a rs , p . 377- 
~^ T h e  E a r ly  Y ears , pp . 130-131.
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and corroborated , l a t e r  a t  Harvard by h i s  rea d in g  of James'
Psychology. A r t i s t i c  s e l f i s h n e s s  i s  f o r  James n o t  so much a
d en ia l  o f  o th e r s  as th e  source  of s e l f - f u l f i l l m e n t  from which
a l l  o th e r  b e h a v io r ,  in c lu d in g  a l t r u i s m ,  p ro cedes :  "Each mind,
to b eg in  w ith ,  must have a c e r t a i n  minimum o f  s e l f i s h n e s s  i n
the  shape of i n s t i n c t s  o f b o d i ly  s e l f - s e e k in g  in  o rd e r  t o
e x i s t .  The minimum must be th e r e  as  a b a s i s  f o r  a l l  f a r t h e r
conscious a c t s ,  w hether o f  s e l f - n e g a t i o n  o r o f a s e l f i s h n e s s
15more s u b t le  s t i l l . "  ^
S e l f i s h n e s s  i s  n o t  o n ly  a "minimum" f o r  James, i t  i s  
the  e s s e n t i a l  in g r e d ie n t  i n  w i l l  and e f f o r t  and th e  b a s i s  o f 
the  m in d 's  tr ium ph ing  h e r o i c a l l y  over th e  d a rk  f a c t s  o f  e x p e r i ­
ence. I t  i s ,  i n  s h o r t ,  a t r a i t  to  be c e le b r a te d  n o t  den ied , 
fo r  on ly  w ith  i t  can one be one of " th e  m as te rs  and lo r d s  o f 
l i f e . "  With a f i rm  sense of s e l f ,  man i s  th e  w o r ld 's  "match 
and mate; and th e  e f f o r t  which he i s  a b le  to  p u t  f o r t h  to  
hold h im s e l f  e r e c t  and keep h i s  h e a r t  unshaken i s  th e  d i r e c t  
measure o f  h i s  w orth and f u n c t io n  i n  th e  game of human l i f e .
He can s ta n d  t h i s  u n iv e r s e .  He can meet i t  and keep up h i s  
f a i t h  i n  i t  i n  p resen ce  o f  th o se  same f e a t u r e s  which l a y  h i s  
weaker b r e th r e n  low."'''®
Ear from see ing  any danger i n  James' words, F ro s t  found 
them, as Thompson says , an "encouragem ent."  They confirm ed 
h is  in c r e a s in g  b e l i e f  t h a t  th e  a r t i s t ' s  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  must
^William James, Psychology: B r i e f e r  Course (New
York, 1892), p. 194. ---------  -----------------------------
•^ P sy ch o lo g y :  B r i e f e r  C ourse , p .  460.
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be to  h im se lf  and he lp ed  him make sense  out of h i s  d i s i l l u s i o n ­
ment w ith  th e  common man a t  th e  A r l in g to n  M i l l .  From h i s  
read ing  and exj5'drience, i n  o th e r  words, he came to  develop a 
l a i s s e z - f a i r e  a t t i t u d e  toward o th e r s .  In  Thompson's words,
"As he weighed th e  c o n t r a s t in g  t h e o r i e s  of l e t - a l o n e  v e rsu s  
p ro te c t io n ,  o r  of in d iv id u a l ism  v e rs u s  s o c ia l i s m ,  he g ra d u a l ly  
became w i l l i n g  to  admit t h a t  h i s  a r t i s t i c  p r e ju d ic e s  were 
he lp ing  to  shape h i s  s o c i a l  v iew s. His p rim ary  sym pathies 
fo r  in d iv id u a l ism  were a g a in s t  any concept o f th e  w e lfa re  
s t a t e .
This i s  n o t  to  say , however, t h a t  he ev e r  f o rg o t  th e  
le sso n  o f  h i s  m other. I n s te a d ,  t h a t  l e s s o n  of s e l f - d e n i a l  
became a backdrop to  much o f h i s  f u t u r e  work, and h i s  adamant 
a s s e r t io n  of th e  in d iv id u a l  was always i n  t e n s io n  w ith  th e  
r e l i g io u s  v o ice  o f  h i s  m other and h i s  New England h e r i t a g e  
reminding him of " th e  p u b liq u e  good" t o  which a l l  a r t  should  
be d i r e c te d .  Nowhere i s  t h i s  c o n f l i c t  more marked th an  in  two 
unpublished  "Christm as" poems w r i t t e n  in  1911 and 1912. The 
second poem i s  a c l e a r  a t tem p t t o  r e s o lv e  th e  g u i l t  F ro s t  f e l t  
a t  having w r i t t e n  th e  f i r s t .
"My Giving" c a r r i e s  th e  C h r i s t i a n  a t t i t u d e  of c h a r i t y  
and love  to  an extrem e. By p re te n d in g  he i s  a l l  i n  f a v o r  o f 
g iv in g , F ro s t  makes th e  whole le s s o n  o f Christm as r i d i c u lo u s .
I f  th e r e  i s  s u f f e r in g  in  th e  w orld , why should  anyone be happy?
I f  th e r e  a re  poor c h i ld r e n  who w i l l  n o t  r e c e iv e  g i f t s ,  why 
should anyone ' s c h i ld r e n  be merry? In s te a d ,  F ro s t  says c y n ic a l l y ,
^ T h e  E a rly  Y ears , p . 379-
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he w i l l  s u f f e r  w ith  them; h i s  f a m i ly 's  C hris tm as too  w i l l  he 
dark:
I  ask  no m e r r ie r  C hris tm as
Than th e  hungry h e r e f t  and co ld  s h a l l  know t h a t  n ig h t .  
T h is  i s  a l l  I  can g ive  so t h a t  none s h a l l  want—
My h e a r t  and so u l  to  sh a re  t h e i r  dep th  o f  woe.
I  w i l l  n o t  h r ih e  t h e i r  m ise ry  n o t  to  haunt 
My merrymaking hy p r o f f e r  o f  hoon
That should  o n ly  mock th e  g r i e f  t h a t  i s  r i g h t l y  t h e i r s .  
Here I  s h a l l  s i t ,  th e  f i r e  o u t ,  and croon 
A ll  th e  d ism al and jo y - fo r s a k e n  a i r s ,
Sole a lo n e ,  and t h i r s t y  w ith  them t h a t  t h i r s t ,
Hungry w ith  them t h a t  hunger and a re  a c c u r s t .
Ho storm  t h a t  n ig h t  can he too  untamed f o r  me,
I f  i t  i s  woe on e a r t h ,  woe l e t  i t  he!
Am I  a c h i l d  t h a t  I  should  r e f u s e  to  see?
What cou ld  I  p le a d  a sk in g  them t o  he  g lad
That n ig h t?
My r i g h t?
Hay i t  i s  t h e i r s  t h a t  I  w ith  them should  he sad 
That n ig h t .  °
The h i t t e r  mocking o f t h i s  poem must he seen , however,
in  comparison w ith  th e  g e n t le n e s s  o f  h i s  n ex t  y e a r ' s  Christm as
p ie c e .  W ri t te n  i n  England d u r in g  a s t r i k e  of c o l l i e r s  which
was th en  i n  p ro g re s s  and hav ing  marked e f f e c t s  on th e  l a b o r e r s ,
"Good R e l ie f "  fo c u se s  on two c h i ld r e n  who, because  o f  th e
s t r i k e ,  w i l l  have no p r e s e n t s .  More s e n t im e n ta l  pe rh aps  th a n
F r o s t ' s  u s u a l  S to ic  poem, i t  r e v e a l s  a s id e  o f F ro s t  he was
never f u l l y  a b le  t o  su p p re ss .  I t  e x p re sse s  th e  need f o r  he lp
and commitment; a m an 's  work he re  i s  t o  a l l e v i a t e  s u f f e r in g .
Though h a rd sh ip  w i l l  f o r e v e r  h e ,  we can a t  l e a s t  g ive  some
"Good R e l i e f " :
. . . th e  two babes had stopped  a lo n e  to  look 
At Christm as to y s  beh ind  a window pane.
And p la y  a t  hav ing  any th in g  th e y  chose .
And when I  lowered l e v e l  w ith  th e  two
And asked them what th e y  saw so much to  l i k e ,
^ T h e  E a rly  Y e a rs , p . 380.
115
One c o n f i d e n t i a l l y  and r a p t l y  took
His f i n g e r  from h i s  mouth and p o in te d  "Those!"
A l i t t l e  locom otive  w ith  a t r a i n .
And where he wet th e  window pane i t  f r o z e .
What good d id  i t  do anyone b u t  him—
His b r o th e r  a t  h i s  s id e ,  p e rh a p s ,  and me? -.q
And th in k  of a l l  th e  w orld  compared w i th  th re e !  ^
"My Giving" and "Good R e l ie f "  form a k in d  of u n re so lv e d  
d eb a te ,  a rgu ing  i n  tone  and message two c o n t r a r y  n o t io n s  on 
the  goa l o f  human e f f o r t .  This i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  th e  same argu ­
ment we f in d  i n  "Love and a Q uestion" and f in d  a s  w e ll  in  
"The Death o f  th e  H ired  Man" in  which "home" i s  d e f in e d  by 
Warren as " ' t h e  p la c e  where, when you have to  go t h e r e , /  They 
have to  ta k e  you i n ' "  b u t  i s  r e d e f in e d  by Mary a s  " 'Som ething  
you somehow h a v e n ' t  t o  d e s e r v e . '"  I t  i s  a ls o  th e  core  of 
Masque of Mercy" a s  Keeper and Paul argue ov er  m an 's  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  
to  o t h e r s :
The r e v o lu t io n  K e ep e r 's  b r in g in g  on 
I s  n o th in g  b u t  an o u tb reak  o f  mass mercy,
Too long  pen t up i n  r ig o ro u s  co nven tio n—
A ho ly  im pulse towards r e d i s t r i b u t i o n .
To s e t  ou t  to  homogenize mankind
So t h a t  th e  cream could  n e v e r  r i s e  a g a in  . . .
I t  was f e a r  o f  a "homogenized" mankind, o f  c o u rse ,  t h a t  
led  F ro s t  to  p u t  to g e th e r  a book l i k e  A F u r th e r  Range. But 
h i s  f e a r  was a l s o  t h a t  th e  ve ry  d eb a te  betw een s e l f - c o n c e r n  
and s e l f - d e n i a l ,  so pow erfu l i n  h i s  own l i f e ,  was be ing  q u ie te d  
by New Deal p o l i t i c s  and i t s  a t te m p ts  to  in c o r p o r a te  th e  i n d i ­
v id u a l  in to  th e  m asses. For F r o s t ,  th e  New Deal e l im in a te d  
cho ice ; i t  d ec ided  f o r  th e  in d iv id u a l  how he was t o  th in k .  As 
a s t a t e s - r i g h t  Democrat, th e  p o e t  meant h i s  book as a k in d  of
^ The E arly  Y e a rs , p . 4-31.
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check and b a la n ce  t o  such c o rp o ra te  movements. H is own
exp erience , r e a d in g ,  and a r t i s t i c  temperament l e d  him to  a
d i f f e r e n t  c o n c lu s io n  th a n  t h a t  o f  th e  so c ia l ly -m in d e d  t im e s ,
though one t h a t  was always f i g h t i n g  a g a in s t  h i s  m o th e r ' s id e a s
of s e l f l e s s n e s s .  Thus, th e  Mary and Warren d eb a te  over th e
f a t e  o f  th e  o u t-o f-w o rk  S i l a s  went on i n  F r o s t ' s  emotions as
much as  i t  d id  in  th e  l i n e s  of th e  poem, and th e  p o l i t i c a l
a sp e c ts  o f  A F u r th e r  Range can be looked a t  n o t  as th e  work
of a r e a c t i o n a r y  c ran k  b u t  as  p a r t  of a d ia lo g u e ,  a way of
c o n tin u in g  an argument t h a t  had been  w ith  him s in c e  h i s
m o th e r 's  f i r s t  i n s t r u c t i o n s  about doing good f o r  o th e r s .
The o th e r  p a r t  of t h a t  d ia lo g u e  i s  b e s t  r e p re s e n te d
by C arl  S andb u rg 's  The P eop le , Y es, which was p u b l ish e d  th e
same y e a r .  F ro s t  was n o t ,  c e r t a i n l y ,  r e p ly in g  t o  Sandburg in
p a r t i c u l a r  w ith  A F u r th e r  Kange n o r  d id  he have th e  I l l i n o i s
poet h im s e lf  in  mind when he p u t  to g e th e r  th e  book. Sandburg
does, however, s ta n d  f o r  a s o c ia l  v i s i o n  and a t t i t u d e  toward
the  working man t h a t  F ro s t  s im ply  could  n o t  embrace. To The
20People , Y es, F ro s t  s a id  " th e  p e o p le ,  yes  and n o ."  F r o s t ,
in  f a c t ,  cou ld  no t b e l i e v e  Sandburg. He was a phoney, F ro s t
f e l t ,  "p robab ly  th e  most a r t i f i c i a l  and s tu d ie d  r u f f i a n  th e  
21world has  h a d ."  A f te r  a l l ,  how could  anyone who had worked 
so c lo s e l y  w ith  th e  common man as  Sandburg had come away w ith  
such love?  F ro s t  ag reed  w ith  Louis U nte rm eyer 's  d e s c r i p t i o n
?n Quoted by Cook, A L iv ing  V o ice , p .  282. 
^ T h e  Years of Triumph, p .  180.
of h i s  r i v a l  as an "em otional dem ocra t ."  He was c e r t a i n l y
not an " i n t e l l e c t u a l  a r i s t o c r a t , "  U n te rm eyer 's  summary of 
PPF ro s t .
But th e  two p o e ts  have, on th e  s u r f a c e  a t  l e a s t ,  much 
in  common. Both a re  "American" p o e ts ,  which i s  t o  say , t h e i r  
themes and i n t e r e s t s  a re  n a t i o n a l  and r e g i o n a l ,  n o t  academic 
or " i n t e r n a t i o n a l . "  Both w r i t e  m an-cen tered  p o e try  t h a t  d e a ls  
with th e  r e a l  ev en ts  o f  o n e 's  l i f e  and do so i n  a language 
th a t  i s  a c c e s s ib le ,  t h a t  i s  dem ocra tic  i n  i t s  o r i g i n s .  And, 
im p o r ta n t ly ,  b o th  p o e ts  a re  concerned w ith  work and m an 's  
r e l a t i o n s h ip  to  i t ,  though he re  we b e g in  t o  see  th e  c e n t r a l  
d i f f e r e n c e  between them em erging. Whereas Sandburg sees  la b o r  
as a fo r c e  jo in in g  men to g e th e r  and p r a i s e s  i t  as such , F ro s t  
v a lu es  work, as we have seen , f o r  th e  d e f i n i t i o n  of s e l f  i t  
can r e s u l t  i n .  S andburg 's  work i s  a merging p r o c e s s ,  a b l u r r i n g  
of d i s t i n c t i o n s ;  F r o s t ' s  i s  an a c t  of c l a r i t y ,  o f in d iv id u a l i s m .
There a re  no in d iv id u a l s  in  The P eo p le ,  Yes; t h e r e  i s  
one, and on ly  one, in d iv id u a l  i n  A F u r th e r  Range. People  a re  
l o s t ,  n o t  found, by what th ey  do in  S andburg 's  book, in  t h e i r  
"d ay 's  work i n  th e  f a c t o r y ,  m i l l ,  m ine ."  But i f  they  a re  l o s t ,  
they  a re  l o s t  i n  a g lo r io u s  way. Power i s  i n  un ion , t h i s  
b io g rap h e r  of L in c o ln  b e l ie v e d ,  and th e  peop le  a re  i n  no way 
an a b s t r a c t i o n  b u t  an i n te n s e  r e a l i t y  ( s e c t io n  17 ) .  The peop le  
a re  th e  s to n e s  o f an a rc h ,  a b le  to  su p p o rt  th e  n a t io n ,  a b le  
to  b e a r  g re a t  w e ig h t.  Thus, each p e r s o n 's  hav ing  g iv en  h im se lf  
to  th e  l a r g e r  cause o f  u n ion  i s  a re a so n  f o r  c e l e b r a t io n .
^ The Y ears o f  Trium ph, p . 180.
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. . . th e  a rc h  s ta n d s  s tro n g  a s  a l l  th e  
massed p r e s s in g  p a r t s  o f  th e  a rch  
and lo o se  as  any sag o r  spread  
f a i l i n g  of th e  b u i l d e r s 1 i n t e n t i o n ,  hope.
"The a rc h  never s l e e p s . "
L iv ing  i n  un ion  i t  h o ld s .
So long  as  each p ie c e  does i t s  work
th e  a rch  i s  a l i v e ,  s in g in g ,  a r e s t l e s s  c h o ra l .
The p o e t  a l s o ,  l i k e  th e  i n d iv id u a l  f o r  Sandburg, does
not e x i s t .  He i s  to  be th e  p o e t  o f  th e  peop le  and, a s  such,
speaks f o r  th e  masses n o t  i n  h i s  own d i s t i n c t i v e  v o ic e  b u t
with th e  v o ice  of th e  crowd a t  work i n  th e  lum beryard, busy a t
the  ra i lw a y .  The p e o p le 's  p o e t  a c c e p ts  u n c r i t i c a l l y  th e
' language o f  th e  s t r e e t
b reak in g  i n to  j i g  tim e and ta p  dancing 
nohow c l a s s i c a l
and f u r t h e r  b roken  by p l a i n  and i r r e g u l a r  
sounds and echoes from
th e  r o a r  and w h ir l  o f  s t r e e t  crowds, work 
gangs, s idew alk  clamor . . .
A F u r th e r  Eange, on th e  o th e r  hand, i s  a hymn to  s e l f ,
one of th e  most eg o -c en te red  books s in c e  Walden. I t  i s  a
s e l f i s h  book, c o n ta in in g  one c h a r a c t e r ,  th e  p o e t  h im s e l f ,  who
f in d s  h i s  i d e n t i t y  i n  th e  r e s i s t e n c e  t o ,  no t th e  jo in in g  o f ,
c o l l e c t iv e  movements. His s t r i k e  i s  s o l i t a r y  and meant n e i t h e r
to  so lv e  any s o c i a l  problem no r  t o  e q u a l iz e  th e  r i g h t s  of
lab o r  and management. He s t r i k e s  to  f in d  h i s  own p la c e ,  t h a t
van tage  p o in t  from which he may view th e  world:
He knew a n o th e r  p la c e ,  a wood,
And i n  i t ,  t a l l  a s  t r e e s ,  were c l i f f s ;
And i f  he s tood  on one o f  t h e s e ,
'Twould be among th e  to p s  of t r e e s ,
T h e ir  upper b ranches round him w rea th in g ,
T h e ir  b r e a th in g  mingled w ith  h i s  b r e a th in g .
("The Lone S t r i k e r " )
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Such a p la c e  i s  a l s o  p r o t e c t i v e ,  "secu re  and snug ,"  a s  F ro s t  says
in  "The Drumlin Woodchuck," one where he can h id e  u n t i l  " a f t e r
the  hunt goes p a s t . "  A F u r th e r  Range i s  a te s t im o n y  to  one m an 's
avoidance o f  th e  h u n t ,  " th e  d o u b le -b a r re le d  b l a s t "  of th e  w orld
with a l l  i t s  "war and p e s t i l e n c e /  And th e  l o s s  of common se n se ."
F r o s t ' s  d e s i r e  to  r e t r e a t  l e d  to  a l e s s  th a n  p o s i t i v e
response from th e  so c ia l ly -m in d ed  c r i t i c s .  Horace Gregory
23c a l le d  A F u r th e r  Range "a f u r t h e r  s h r in k in g ,"  ^ and E. P.
Blackmur la b e le d  th e  p o e t  "an easy -g o in g  v e r s i f i e r "  d e f i c i e n t  
24in  v i s io n .  For E o lfe  Humphries, F r o s t ' s  h id e -o u t  i s  th e
c o lleg e  campus no t th e  r e a l  w orld , h i s  aud ience  "a ve ry
27s e le c t  and upper c l a s s  typ e  o f v i l l a g e .  ^ I n t e r e s t i n g l y ,
^ H o ra c e  Gregory / re v ie w  o f  A F u r th e r  Eange7i Hew 
E epub lic , Vol. LXXXVII, no. 1125 (June 24, 1956), p . 2T7F7
24 E. P. Blackmur, "The I n s t i n c t s  of a B ard ,"  N a tion ,
Vol. 142, no. 3703 (June 24, 1936), p . 214.
^ E o l f e  Humphries, "A F u r th e r  S h r in k in g ,"  The New 
Masses, Vol. XX (August 11, 1936), p .  42. The New Blasses was 
the  most outspoken and i n f l u e n t i a l  magazine o f  th e  L e f t  d u r in g  
the  t h i r t i e s .  The k ind  o f  poem i t  p u b l is h e d  su g g e s ts  th e  k in d  
of poem i t  p r a i s e d  i n  rev iew s. The fo l lo w in g  example by 
Genevieve Taggard, which appeared  in  th e  same i s s u e  as  
Humphries' rev iew  of F r o s t ,  i s  a good example and an  obvious 
c o n tr a s t  to  F ro s t :
0 People Misshapen
0 peop le  m isshapen, hugging bones i n  o ld  c o a t s ,
Wavering as  you walk, h u r ry in g  on mean s t r e e t s  and s t a i r s ,  
Poor e a t e r s ,  w ith  b o d ies  th e  c l i n i c s  h a s t i l y  p a tc h  
And push  out in to  d a rk ,  d i r t ,  r o a r  and la c k  a g a in  . . .
Come c lo s e -u p ,  f a c e s ,  showing sunk eyes and s k u l l  fo rehead
B link ing  w ith  l i g h t  and th e  h o r ro r  o f  be ing  seen ,
B ro th e rs ,  Comrades, pool th e  l a s t  s t r e n g th  o f  men 
In  p a r ty ,  i n  mass, b o i l  in to  form, and s t r i k e .
We w i l l  see you change ,— sh o u ld e rs  swing broad  and slow. 
Your c o a ts  w i l l  no t change t h i s  w in te r ,  no. But you 
In  ranks no d i s t a n t  day, c la d  and a l e r t ,
As r e s o l u t e  as storm , born  of t h i s  bad extrem e, (p . 26)
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Newton A rvin review ed b o th  F r o s t ' s  and S an d b u rg 's  books. For 
him The P e o p le ,  Yes " i s  an e loquen t and sometimes a p a s s io n a te  
r e a s s e r t i o n  o f  th e  d ig n i t y ,  th e  f o r t i t u d e  . . . and u n re l in q u is h e d  
hopes of ' t h e  l a b o r in g  m any . '"  Sandburg has k e p t  open th e  
channels " th a t  ought to  flow  betw een th e  l i v e s  a t  th e  base  
of s o c ie ty  and th e  l i t e r a r y  c o n sc io u sn e ss ."  F r o s t ,  in  
c o n t r a s t ,  l a c k s  " m i l i ta n c y ,  p o s i t i v e n e s s ,  c o n v ic t io n ,  s t r u g g l e . "  
His p la c e ,  A rvin c la im s ,  "has always been  and s t i l l  i s  on th e  
sandy and m elancholy f r i n g e s  of our a c tu a l  l i f e .
Such comments a re  g e n e r a l ly  a c c u r a te .  To p u b l is h  
"Build S o i l , "  f o r  example, du ring  th e  D epress ion  was n o t  only  
c a l lo u s  b u t  an u n b e l ie v a b le  a f f r o n t  to  th e  s t r u g g le s  of working 
men everywhere. One could  on ly  conclude , a s  th e s e  rev iew ers  
d id , t h a t  F ro s t  w ith  h i s  n a iv e  id e a s  about a "one-man re v o lu ­
t io n "  so lv in g  th e  n a t i o n ' s  i l l s  was s h o r t - s i g h t e d  and rem ote . 
Whereas th e  w r i t e r  in  th e  1930 's  was ex p ec ted  to  f in d  h i s  p la c e  
in  th e  m ainstream  of h i s t o r y  and to  jo in  " th e  r e v o l u t io n , "
F ro s t  had ended up, as Malcolm Cowley s a id  o f Wordsworth,
OQ
"bumbling i n  a g a rd en ."
^N ew ton  A rv in , New R epub lic ,  Vol. 88 (S e p t .  9 ,  1936)
p. 120.
^ A r v i n ,  P a r t i s a n  Review, Vol. I l l ,  no. 5 (Ju n e , 1936),
p. 28.
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Malcolm Cowley, "What th e  R e v o lu t io n a ry  Movement Can 
Do f o r  a W r i te r , "  The New M asses, Vol. XIX (May 7, 1935)» pp.
31-34. This e ssay  was o r i g i n a l l y  read  t o  th e  American W r i te r s '  
Congress o f  1935. The "movement," Cowley sa y s ,  canno t g iv e  th e  
w r i t e r  " p e rso n a l  s a lv a t io n "  b u t  can g iv e  him an audience  and 
su b je c t  m a t t e r .  Above a l l ,  i t  te a c h e s  him t h a t  " a r t  i s  n o t  an 
i n d iv id u a l  b u t  a s o c i a l  p ro d u c t"  and c a r r i e s  th e  w r i t e r  " o u ts id e  
h im s e l f ,"  away from th e  " in n e r  w o rld ."  Wordsworth i s  Cowley's 
example o f  what t h in k in g ,  and no t t h in k in g ,  i n  " u n iv e r s a l  
terms" can r e s u l t  i n :  ". . . a t  th e  h e ig h t  o f  th e  French
121
But what th e  rev ie w ers  d id  n o t  re c o g n iz e ,  o r  a t  l e a s t
concern them selves w i th ,  a re  th e  t e r r o r  and l o n e l i n e s s  t h a t
29are  th e  v e ry  c e n te r  of t h i s  c o l l e c t i o n .  '  B linded  by t h e i r
own p o l i t i c a l  p r e j u d i c e s ,  th e y  f a i l e d  to  p o in t  out t h e  c a u t io n
a g a in s t  in d iv id u a l i s m  t h a t  F r o s t  v i v id l y  d is p la y s  w i th  such
poems as  "D esert  P la c e s ,"  "1 L e a f -T r e a d e r ," and "The S trong
Are Saying N o th ing ."  For what th e s e  poems su gges t  i s  a
p o te n t  argument a g a in s t  th e  whole p r i n c i p l e  o f th e  one-man
r e v o lu t io n .  They f o r c e f u l l y  c o r ro b o ra te  i n  an i r o n i c  way
Emerson's s ta te m e n t  t h a t  "n o th in g  can b r in g  you peace bu t
y o u r s e l f . "  They suggest t h a t  " a g i t a t e d  h e a r t "  which i s  on ly
r e l i e v e d  when "someone r e a l l y  f in d s  u s  o u t" :
But so w ith  a l l ,  from babes t h a t  p la y  
At h id e -a n d -se e k  to  God a f a r ,
So a l l  who h id e  too  w e ll  away
Must speak and t e l l  u s  where th e y  a re .
( " R e v e la t io n " )
The o v e r a l l  o rg a n iz a t io n  o f A F u r th e r  Range i s ' i n s t r u c ­
t i v e  h e re .  The da rk  and p r i v a t e  poems l i k e  "D esert  P laces"  
are  i n  th e  m iddle  o f  th e  book; th e  p u b l ic  poems a re  on e i t h e r  
end. We b e g in  w ith  "The Lone S t r i k e r "  and "Two Tramps i n  Mud 
Time," i n  th e  w orld , t h a t  i s ,  o f  "The Roadside Stand" and 
"D epartm ental"; we end w ith  th e  most o v e r t l y  p o l i t i c a l  p i e c e s ,
R evolu tion  . . . Wordsworth was f i l l e d  w ith  en thusiasm  . . . 
he le a rn e d  t o  th in k  in  u n i v e r s a l  te rm s— and th e n  . . .  he 
became d i s i l l u s i o n e d ,  tu rn e d  h i s  eyes inw ard, a c c ep ted  th e  
e te r n a l  r i g h tn e s s  and t r i t e n e s s  o f  B r i t i s h  s o c i e ty ,  and spen t  
h i s  l a s t  y e a r s  bumbling i n  a garden" (p . 32) .
^ D a rk n e s s  e x i s t s ,  o f  c o u rse ,  i n  e a r l i e r  F r o s t  poems. 
The d i s t i n c t i o n  h e re  i s  one of degree  which i t s e l f  i s  augmented 
by th e  s t ro n g  c o n t r a s t  between th e  s e l f - a s s u r a n c e  of th e  p u b l ic  
poems i n  A F u r th e r  Range and th e  s e l f -d o u b t  of th e  p r i v a t e .
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"Build S o il"  and "To A T h in k e r ,"  F r o s t ' s  n a s ty  poem on
BOP res id en t  R o o se v e lt .^  The s h o r t e r ,  more l y r i c  poems a re  a
fulcrum to  th e s e  lo n g e r ,  more d i s c u r s iv e  works.
But we must he c a r e f u l  n o t  to  su g g es t  t h a t  F r o s t  has 
consc ious ly  s e t  up t h i s  hook i n  any k ind  of s im ple , means 
ba lanc ing  ex trem es, k in d  of way. For what we f i n d  i n  th e  
c en te r  o f  A F u r th e r  Range i s  r e a l  t e r r o r ,  n o t  a p o s tu r in g  of 
i t  f o r  d ram a tic  p u rp o se s .  He i s  n o t  s im ple-m indedly  say ing  
th a t  t h e r e  a re  dangers  i n  in d iv id u a l ism  oust a s  t h e r e  a re  i n  
c o l le c t iv i s m .  His m otive f o r  s e t t i n g  up th e  hook t h i s  way 
seems more unconscious th a n  t h a t .  The c e n te r in g  o f th e  d a rk  
l y r i c s  i n  th e  m iddle  may w e ll  he  F r o s t ' s  way of fo c u s in g  i n  on 
them and, p e rh a p s ,  o f p u n ish in g  h im s e lf  f o r  hav ing  ig n o red  
the  "pub lique  good,"  f o r  hav ing  s e l f i s h l y  m is t r e a te d  h i s  own 
fam ily , and f o r  hav ing  den ied  th e  a r t i s t ' s  t r u e  m otive , "dear  
hum anity ." The t e n s io n s  i n  A F u r th e r  Range, i n  o th e r  words, 
are  n o t  on ly  p o l i t i c a l ;  th ey  appear  a l s o  to  he  th e  w ork ing -ou t 
of g u i l t .  The p r e s s u re s  o f  th e  t im es  corresponded  to  p e r s o n a l  
p re s su re s  in  th e  p o e t ,  and h i s  f l a u n t in g  of in d iv id u a l i s m  i n  
the  hook seems a s  s e l f i s h l y  m o tiv a ted  as h i s  rem arks on " s e l f ” 
to  th e  schoo l t e a c h e r s  a t  Bread L oaf. F r o s t  loved  to  he o u t ­
rageous, h u t  h i s  o u tra g e o u sn e ss ,  l i k e  h i s  s k e p t ic is m ,  was
^ " T o  a Thinker" was o r i g i n a l l y  p u b l is h e d  i n  th e  
Saturday Review (June 11, 1936) as  "To a Thinker i n  O f f ic e ."  
Ti'he a l l u s i o n  to  w alk ing  in  th e  poem i s  e s p e c i a l l y  c r u e l  con­
s id e r in g  th e  P r e s i d e n t ' s  p a r a l y s i s .  F r o s t  l a t e r  den ied  th e  
poem was d i r e c t e d  a t  FDR. His r e a d e r s ,  F ro s t  s a id ,  were 
r e s p o n s ib le  f o r  t h i s  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ;  he t r i e d  to  cover h i s  
g u i l t  t h i s  way: "But I  am w i l l i n g  to  l e t  i t  go as  aimed a t
him. He must d eserve  i t  o r  peop le  w o u ld n 't  he so qu ick  to  
see him i n  i t "  (The Years of Triumph, p . 4 4 3 ) .
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f r e q u e n t ly  a way of h id in g  a deep i n s e c u r i t y ,  a nagging g u i l t .  
This i s  why A F u r th e r  Range can he seen  a s  an e g o -c en te red  
book, a way o f e x o rc is in g  th e  p o e t ' s  own problems a t  th e  
expense o f  s o c i e t y ' s .
J u s t  how d a rk  many o f th e  b o o k 's  poems a re  can be  seen  
by comparing them t o  t h e i r  e a r l i e r  "v e rs io n s"  i n  F r o s t .  The 
poe t, u n c o n sc io u s ly  o r  n o t ,  " rew ro te"  s e v e ra l  o f  h i s  most 
a f f i rm a t iv e  poems and made them h i s  most n e g a t iv e .  "D esert 
P la c e s ,"  f o r  example, i s  a t e r r o r - s t r i c k e n  v e r s io n  o f  "S topping  
By Woods on a Snowy E vening ."  In  form th e  poems a re  e s s e n t i a l l y  
the  same: fo u r  q u a t r a in s  rhyming aaba , though th e  "b" rhyme
in  "D esert P la ce s"  i s  no t  c a r r i e d  i n to  th e  n e x t  s ta n z a  as i t  
i s  i n  th e  e a r l i e r  poem. T his  sm all a l t e r a t i o n  i n  rhyme su g g e s ts  
a l a r g e r  i s s u e .  The c a r ry -o v e r  of th e  rhyme i n  "S topping By 
Woods" c r e a t e s  a sense  of c o n t i n u i ty  and harmony. The poem, 
as we s a id  in  C hapter I ,  i s  n o t  as  much about d e a th  and s u ic id e  
as i t  i s  about h e a l t h  and th e  s y s t o l i c / d i a s t o l i c  b a la n c in g  o f  
work and l e i s u r e .  I n  c o n t r a s t ,  th e  absence o f  th e  c a r ry -o v e r  
rhyme i n  "D esert P la ce s"  adds to  th e  deep disharmony in  th e  
poem. We do n o t  move e a s i l y  th ro u g h  i t ;  i t  does no t f low , 
one s ta n z a  to  th e  n e x t .
R e a l i ty  i s  s t a r k  i n  "D esert  P l a c e s ,"  th e  woods n o t  
" love ly"  b u t  p a r t i a l l y  b a re ,  "a few weeds and s tu b b le  showing 
l a s t . "  Animals a r e  "smothered" i n  t h e i r  l a i r s ,  n o t  s le e p in g ,  
and th e  dark  pun o f  "b en igh ted  snow" im p l ie s  th e  d a rk n ess  o f  
w h iten ess ,  n o t  i t s  b e a u ty .  T his  i s  no t  an e a s e fu l  r i d e  th rough  
th e  c o u n try s id e  b u t  a h u r r ie d  one as  F r o s t ,  sca red  and a lo n e ,  
r i d e s  t im e 's  c h a r i o t  a s  symbolized by th e  coming of y e t  a n o th e r
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w in te r ,  " f a s t ,  oh, f a s t . "  "Lonely" r in g s  l i k e  a r e f r a i n  
through th e  poem su g g e s t in g  t h a t  b e in g  a " lone"  s t r i k e r  has 
i t s  t e r r o r s .  The "b lan k e r  w h iten ess"  he se e s  around him i s  
a r e f l e c t i o n ,  of c o u rs e ,  o f  th e  " d e s e r t  p la c e s "  w i th in  him— 
p la c e s ,  t h a t ,  as  he say s ,  a re  " n e a re r  home" and may w e ll  be 
p rod uc ts  o f having  den ied  t h a t  home.
"A L eaf-T reade r"  b e g in s  w ith  c l e a r  echoes of "A fter  
A pple-P icking ."  P a t ig u e  and sense  of work accom plished a re  
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of b o th  poems:
I  have been t r e a d in g  on le a v e s  a l l  day u n t i l  
I  am a u tu m n - t i re d .
God knows a l l  th e  c o lo r  and form o f  le a v e s  
I  have tro d d en  on and m ired .
Perhaps I  have p u t  f o r t h  too  much s t r e n g th  
and have been to o  f i e r c e  from f e a r .
I  have s a f e l y  tro d d en  u n d e rfo o t  th e  le a v e s  of 
a n o th e r  y e a r .
But th e  l a t e r  poem c a r r i e s  w ith  i t  a f e e l in g  o f  t e r r o r  t h a t  
the  e a r l i e r  does n o t .  "A f te r  A pple-P ick ing" i s  a c e l e b r a t io n  
of m an 's  c a p a c i ty  f o r  work and l e i s u r e ,  and th e  a p p le s  p icked  
are  d e s i r e d  t h in g s  of b e a u ty .  The le a v e s  i n  "A L e a f -T re a d e r ,"  
however, a r e  " th r e a te n in g  under t h e i r  b re a th "  and have "a w i l l  
to  c a r ry  me w ith  them to  d e a th ."  Both a re  autumn poems, bu t  
while a p p le s  a re  a food and su s te n a n c e ,  th e  l e a v e s ,  d ry  and 
f a l l i n g ,  a re  obvious emblems o f  decay . They speak " to  th e  
f u g i t i v e  i n  / h i s 7  h e a r t  as i f  i t  were l e a f  t o  l e a f . "  They 
speak, t h a t  i s ,  to  th e  p a r t  of him t h a t  r e s i s t s ,  t h a t  w i l l  
not be lo n g , and th ey  speak o f  l o n e l i n e s s :  "They tapped  a t  my
e y e l id s  and touched  my l i p s  w ith  an i n v i t a t i o n  to  g r i e f . "
"A L eaf-T reader"  ends, however, w ith  a muted a f f i r m a t io n .  
The p o e t  w i l l  n o t  g ive  in  to  th e  " g r i e f "  he s e e s  around him
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and t h a t  speaks to  th e  f u g i t i v e  p a r t  o f him. He w i l l  go on:
"Now up, my knee , to  keep on to p  of a n o th e r  y e a r  o f snow."
But h i s  sense  h e re  t h a t  th e  snow f a l l s  a l l  y e a r ,  n o t  j u s t  i n  
w in te r ,  im p l ie s  t h a t  th e  l o n e l in e s s  of " d e s e r t  p la c e s "  has 
i t s  g r ip  on him. His l i f e  i s  one long w in te r ,  d e s o l a t e ,  c o ld ,  
lo n e ly .  The d ram atic  s i t u a t i o n  o f th e  poem makes t h i s  c l e a r :  
not a c t i v e l y  p ic k in g  a p p le s  anymore, no t  i n i t i a t i n g  a c t io n ,  
t h a t  i s ,  th e  p o e t  i s  b e in g  a c te d  upon, m erely  t r y in g  " to  keep 
on top" of th e  le a v e s  and a l l  th e y  sym bolize. L ife  i s  n o t  to  
be tak en  down and c h e r ish e d  i n  hand b u t  endured . The work of 
"a l e a f - t r e a d e r "  i s  a s o l i t a r y  one, w ith o u t  dream, w ith o u t 
v is io n .
"The S trong Are Saying Nothing" makes th e  same s t a r k  
p o in t .  The poem i s  a b r u t a l i z e d  v e r s io n  o f " P u t t in g  In  th e  
Seed," one o f  P r o s t ' s  most a f f i r m a t iv e  m arr iag e  poems and 
i t s e l f  a v e r s io n  o f  "The P a s tu r e , "  as d is c u s se d  i n  C hapter I .
We have come a long  way, however, from th e s e  poems o f t o g e th e r ­
ness t o  t h i s  one o f  l o n e l i n e s s .  "The S trong  Are Saying Nothing" 
i s  more a b u r i a l  th a n  a p l a n t in g  t h a t  w i l l  b e a r  f r u i t .  The 
ground i s  "an open c r e a s e , "  n o t  s o f t  and r i c h ,  and seeds a r e  
anonymous i n  "a chain"  l i k e  th e  men who p l a n t  them, n o t  "smooth 
bean and w rin k led  p e a ."  "Men work a lo n e ,"  th e  poem says 
d i r e c t l y ,  "T heir  l o t s  plowed f a r  a p a r t . "  There i s  l i t t l e  chance 
f o r  new l i f e  in  such a w orld , th e  w eather  "too c o ld /  For th e  
bees to  come," th e  wind going "from farm t o  farm i n  wave on 
w ave ,/  But c a r ry in g  no c ry  of what i s  hoped to  b e . "  "The 
Strong Are Saying Nothing" i s  a d e n ia l  of th e  message o f love  
in  "The T u ft  of F lowers" and, w ith  i t s  obvious in v e r s io n  of
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"P u tt in g  i n  th e  Seed,"  a d e n ia l  of m arr iag e  and i t s  f r u i t ,  
the  c h i ld ,  "Shouldering  i t s  way and shedding e a r th  crumbs."
A F u r th e r  Range a ls o  c o n ta in s  i n  i t s  da rk  c e n te r
P r o s t ' s  most famous " t e r r i f y i n g "  poems: "D esign ,"  "N e ith e r
Out Par Nor In  Deep," and "P rov ide , P ro v id e ."  Each i s  a poem
th a t  q u e s t io n s  and p rob es ;  none i s  a poem t h a t  answ ers. The
rhythmic emphasis on " I f "  i n  "D e s ig n 's "  f i n a l  l i n e ,  f o r  example,
suggests  t h a t  th e  s p e a k e r 's  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  "o f  a th in g  so sm all"
and h i s  a t tem p t t o  r e l a t e  i t  to  m an 's  w orld  may have been
f o o l i s h  to  s t a r t  w ith .  We have no c e r t a i n t y  t h a t  any "des ign
govern/s7" i n  th e  f i r s t  p la c e ;  th u s ,  s p e c u la t io n s  about what
t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  d e s ig n  means a re  w ith o u t  p rem ise . The theme
of "N e ithe r  Out Par"  i s  a ls o  e p i s te m o lo g ic a l : how do we know
what we know and may n o t  our p u r s u i t  o f  knowledge i n  th e
u n c e r ta in  sea  be  a waste  of tim e? In  th e  c o n te x t  o f  A F u r th e r
Range, "The p e o p le 's "  se a rc h  i s  by no means b l in d l y  c e le b r a te d
in  th e  poem; i t  i s  p re s e n te d  as  much s tu p id  as  courageous:
The p eo p le  a long  th e  sand 
A ll  t u r n  and look  one way.
They t u r n  t h e i r  back on th e  la n d .
They look  a t  th e  sea  a l l  day. . . .
The la n d  may v a ry  more;
But wherever th e  t r u t h  may be—
The w a te r  comes a sh o re ,
And th e  peop le  look a t  th e  se a .
"The p e o p le ,"  c o n tr a r y  t o  S andburg 's  v i s i o n ,  a re  n o t  v e ry  b r i g h t .
'They cannot look  out f a r , /  They cannot look  in  deep ,"  y e t  th ey
con tinue  t h e i r  "watch" d e s p i te  an i n a b i l i t y  to  se e .
"P rov ide , P rov ide"  i s  th e  d a rk e s t  o f  th e s e  t h r e e  poems, 
a sometimes c y n ic a l ,  always p ro b in g ,  s ta tem en t  o f m an 's  m otiva­
t i o n s .  I n t e r e s t i n g l y ,  i t  was i n s p i r e d  by a s t r i k e  o f  f l o o r -
scrubbing charwomen a t  Harvard i n  1934- "but was n o t  w r i t t e n  i n
sympathy f o r  them h u t  out o f d i s d a in  f o r  th e  o rg a n iz e r s  o f  th e
s t r i k e ,  a group o f  Harvard re fo rm e rs .  Because he  cou ld  n o t
f in d  them i n  h im s e l f ,  F ro s t  q u e s t io n e d  th e  m o tiv a t io n s  o f  th e s e
l i b e r a l s ;  th e y  were n o t concerned  w ith  anyone e l s e ' s  w e l fa r e ,
he f e l t ,  on ly  w ith  p ro v in g  t h e i r  own s o c i a l  t h e o r i e s .  Honesty,
t r u t h ,  f r i e n d s h ip  a r e ,  f i n a l l y ,  no more th an  p lo y s  f o r  o n e 's
own s u r v i v a l .  A ll  we may do f o r  a n o th e r  i s  "boughten ,"
a r t i f i c i a l  and f a l s e .  Our concern  i s  always w ith  o u r s e lv e s ,
F ros t sa y s ,  b e l i e v in g  h i s  own s e l f - c o n c e r n  to  be every  m an 's :
Make th e  whole s to c k  exchange your own!
I f  need be occupy a th ro n e ,
Where nobody can c a l l  you c ron e .
Some have r e l i e d  on what th e y  knew,
O thers on be in g  sim ply  t r u e .
What worked f o r  them might work f o r  you.
Ho memory o f  hav ing  s t a r r e d  
Atones f o r  l a t e r  d i s r e g a r d  
Or keeps th e  end from be in g  h a rd .
B e t t e r  t o  go down d i g n i f i e d
With boughten  f r i e n d s h ip  a t  your s id e
Than none a t  a l l .  P ro v id e ,  p ro v id e !
C onsidering  our d i s c u s s io n  in  t h i s  c h a p te r ,  th e  s t a r k  
t r u t h  o f a poem l i k e  "P rov ide , P rov ide" ta k e s  on a new meaning. 
Could F ro s t  r e a l l y  be r e f e r r i n g  to  h im s e l f  w i th  "boughten 
f r ie n d sh ip " ?  Could t h i s  poem be an e x p re s s io n  o f  p e rs o n a l  
g u i l t  as  w e ll  a s  a s ta tem en t  on th e  human c o n d i t io n ?  Is  
"Provide , P rov ide"  a r a t i o n a l i z a t i o n  f o r  h i s  way o f  s e t t l i n g  
the q u e s t io n  of th e  goa l  o f  m an 's  work? A ll  peop le  a re  
s e l f i s h ,  F ro s t  says  i n  th e  poem, so my m an ip u la t io n  o f o th e r s  
i s  a c c e p ta b le :  I  w i l l  p ro v id e  f o r  m yse lf  as  b e s t  I  can; I
have "my own sou l to  sa v e ,"  no o th e r .
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To rea d  F r o s t ' s  poems i n  such a way i s ,  of c o u rs e ,  to
s t i c k  an o th e r  p in  in  th e  huhh le  o f  h i s  p u b l i c ,  g r a n d f a th e r ly
image. I t  i s  a ls o  to  commit th e  " b io g ra p h ic a l  f a l l a c y . "  Yet
the  b iography  i s  in v a lu a b le  h e re ;  in  a d d i t io n  to  p ro v id in g  a
new way o f  i n t e r p r e t i n g  th e  poems, i t  e x p la in s  why F ro s t  wrote
such dark  poems a t  t h i s  tim e and why i n  1936 he had t r o u b le
b e l ie v in g  i n  any k in d  of lo v e .  His f a v o r i t e  d au g h te r  M a rjo r ie
had d ied  from c o m p lica tio n s  i n  c h i l d b i r t h  i n  1934-. Irma,
another d a u g h te r ,  and h i s  son Carol were showing obvious s ig n s
of i n s a n i t y  by  t h i s  t im e , s ig n s  s im i l a r  to  th o se  of h i s  s i s t e r
Jean ie  who had d ie d  i n  1929 i n  a m ental h o s p i t a l  i n  Maine
where F ro s t  had had h e r  committed. He had been  b o th  unab le
and u n w il l in g  to  ta k e  h e r  i n to  h i s  own home. And h i s  w ife
E l in o r ,  who w as t o  d i e  o n l y  tw o  y e a r s  a f t e r  A F u r t h e r  R a n g e ,
had grown in c r e a s in g l y  s i l e n t ,  i n c r e a s in g ly  d i s t a n t .  T h e irs
had become a u n ion  o f  h a te  more th a n  lo v e ,  a f a c t  a t t e s t e d  to
perhaps by th e  p e rv a s iv e  v i l l a i n y  of " w h i te ,"  E l i n o r ' s  maiden
31nam e, i n  A F u r t h e r  R a n g e .
Why F ro s t  chose to  p u b l i s h  th e s e  d eep ly  i n t r o s p e c t i v e  
poems w ith  th e  b o o k 's  o b v iou s ly  p u b l ic  ones a ls o  r e l a t e s  to  
h is  l i f e ' s  t r i a l s .  There was indeed  f o r  him a co n n ec tio n  
between h i s  in n e r  storm s and th e  "o u te r  w eather"  o f  th e
^ " W h ite "  i s  d e c e p t iv e ly  dangerous i n  "The W hite -T a iled  
Hornet" and "Design" ( o r i g i n a l l y  c a l l e d  " In  W hite") and obv ious ly  
th re a te n in g  in  "D esert  P la ce s"  and "They Were Welcome to  t h e i r  
B e l i e f . "  The co in c id e n ce  of "w hite" i n  i t s  v a r io u s  forms (snow, 
ic e ,  ag ing) w ith  E l i n o r ' s  maiden name should n o t ,  of c o u rs e ,  
be made to o  much o f ,  b u t  i t  must have c ro s se d  F r o s t ' s  mind 
th a t  th e  co ld  v i l l a i n s  i n  h i s  l i f e  had h i s  w i f e ' s  name and 
she, t h e i r s .
D e p r e s s io n  a n d  New D e a l .  T h is  c o n n e c t i o n  w a s  g u i l t .  H a v in g  
s ta k e d  o u t  h i s  own c o u r s e  a s  an  a r t i s t ,  a  c o u r s e  t h a t  l e d  h im  
t o  f i g h t  o f f  h i s  m o t h e r ' s  v a l u e s  and  t o  i g n o r e  t h e  s u f f e r i n g  
o f  h i s  f a m i l y ,  h e  d e v e lo p e d  a s i m p l i s t i c ,  l a i s s e z - f a i r e  
a t t i t u d e  to w a r d  t h e  p l i g h t  o f  t h e  common w o r k e r . B u t h e  d id  
n o t  do s o  e a s i l y .  H is  p u n is h m e n t  w as t h e  b r o o d in g  i s o l a t i o n  
we f i n d  l a i d  b a r e  i n  t h e  m id d le  o f  A F u r t h e r  R a n g e . T h e se  
a r e  h i s  m o s t  " h o n e s t"  p o e m s , c o n f e s s i o n a l  and  t o r t u r e d .  B u t  
t h e i r  c o n f e s s i o n  i s  n o t  o f  t h e  n a k e d  s t y l e  so  p o p u la r  i n  t h e  
l a t e  1 9 6 0 ' s  b u t ,  i n s t e a d ,  i s  t h a t  o f  a  man who d o e s  n o t  w an t  
t o  b e  fo u n d  o u t  i n  h i s  h i d i n g  gam e an d  y e t  w h o se  " a g i t a t e d  
h e a r t"  l e a d s  h im  t o  m ake h i s  m u f f l e d  c a l l ,  t h e  p oem . F r o s t  
b o th  h i d e s  an d  s e e k s  i n  A F u r t h e r  R a n g e . I t s  d a r k  c e n t e r  i s  
a t e s t im o n y  t o  a n g u is h  o f  t h e  k in d  s u f f e r e d  b y  H a w th o r n e 's  
Ffchan B ran d  w h o se  d e s p e r a t e  d e s i r e  t o  l o v e  w as s e c o n d  o n ly  t o  
h i s  c o n c e r n  f o r  h i m s e l f .
CHAPTER VI
AT HOME IN AMERICA
"Two Tramps i n  Mud Time," th e  second poem i n  A F u r th e r  
Range, c o n ta in s  F r o s t ' s  most d i r e c t  s ta te m e n t  on th e  v a lu e  of 
work and l e i s u r e  i n  h i s  l i f e .  "My o b je c t  i n  l i v i n g , "  he say s , 
" is  to  u n i t e /  My a v o c a t io n  and my v o c a t io n ."  The poem a lso  
g ives u s ,  l i k e  th e  e a r ly  "Love and a Q u es t io n ,"  F r o s t ' s  
ambivalent f e e l i n g s  toward th e  common w orker, th o s e  m igran t 
woodsmen who come upon th e  p o e t  chopping wood f o r  th e  sh ee r  
joy of th e  t a s k .  But "Two Tramps" i s  a r i c h e r  and b e t t e r  poem 
than e i t h e r  i t s  tru m p e tin g  c o n c lu s io n  o r  i t s  p o l i t i c s  su g g e s t .  
I t  im p lie s  a whole v i s i o n  o f  l i f e ,  a v e ry  da rk  one, and, 
im p o r tan t ly ,  a way to  su rv iv e  t h a t  d a rk n e s s .  The poem w i l l  
serve u s ,  th e n ,  as a means of ty in g  th e  th r e a d s  o f t h i s  s tud y  
to g e th e r  and, as  we s h a l l  s e e ,  as a way of su g g e s t in g  F r o s t ' s  
p lace  in  America. In  what t r a d i t i o n  does F r o s t ' s  sense  of 
darkness p u t  him? What, a f t e r  a l l ,  i s  r e a l l y  American about 
Robert F ro s t?
"Two Tramps i n  Mud Time" was f i r s t  p u b l is h e d  i n  th e  
Saturday Review i n  O ctober, 1934- b u t  made a more no tew orthy  
appearance a t  th e  U n iv e r s i ty  o f Colorado W r i te r s '  Conference 
in  Ju ly ,  1935* A lthough F ro s t  was r e l u c t a n t  to  a t t e n d  such 
conferences w ith  o th e r  w r i t e r s  ( " I  on ly  g o /  When I 'm  th e  show," 
he s a i d ) ,  he a t te n d e d  t h i s  one and indeed  was " th e  show." He 
read "Two Tramps," Thompson t e l l s  u s ,  as p a r t  of an announced 
speech, "What P o e try  Thinks o f  Our Age," and used  th e  poem to
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i l l u s t r a t e  h i s  v e ry  c o n se rv a t iv e  p o l i t i c a l  id e a s  i n  f r o n t  o f 
a g e n e ra l ly  l i b e r a l  audience.'*' The t r u e  p o e t ,  F r o s t  s a id ,  i s  
not to  w aste  h i s  tim e weeping over unchanging s o c i a l  i l l s ;  
i n s te a d ,  "because he se e s  no p o s s i b i l i t y  of change, he may t r y
2to  f in d  what hap p in ess  he can f o r  h im s e l f  and be c r u e l l y  happy."
In  th e  speech F ro s t  d i s t in g u i s h e d  h im se lf  from th e  " p r o le t a r i a n "
w r i t e r s  of h i s  t im e s ,  f o r  " i t  i s  n o t  th e  b u s in e s s  of th e  p o e t
z
to c ry  f o r  re fo rm ."  The l a s t  two s ta n z a s  of "Two Tramps"
were meant t o  make t h i s  p o in t  c l e a r :
Nothing on e i t h e r  s id e  was s a id .
They knew th e y  had b u t  t o  s ta y  t h e i r  s t a y  
And a l l  t h e i r  lo g ic  would f i l l  my head:
As t h a t  I  had no r i g h t  t o  p la y
With what was a n o th e r  m an 's  work f o r  g a in .
My r i g h t  m ight be lo v e  b u t  t h e i r s  was need.
And where th e  two e x i s t  i n  tw a in  
T h e irs  was th e  b e t t e r  r i g h t — agreed .
But y i e l d  who w i l l  t o  t h e i r  s e p a r a t io n ,
My o b je c t  i n  l i v i n g  i s  to  u n i t e  
My a v o c a tio n  and my v o c a t io n  
As my two eyes make one i n  s i g h t .
Only where lov e  and need a re  one,
And th e  work i s  p la y  f o r  m o r ta l  s t a k e s ,
I s  th e  deed ever r e a l l y  done 
For Heaven and th e  f u t u r e ' s  sak es .
P o e try ,  l i k e  chopping wood h e re ,  i s  b o th  work and l e i s u r e .  I t
i s  no t  meant t o  c a r ry  th e  burden  o f  s o c i a l  change on i t s  back;
i t  i s  n o t  to  be a s la v e  anymore th a n  th e  p o e t  i s .
But "Two Tramps i n  Mud Time" i s  a more v i s io n a r y  poem
th an  i t s  d i d a c t i c  l a s t  s ta n z a s  im ply . These l a s t  two a r e ,  in
^See The Years o f Triumph, pp . 4-24-4-26. 
^The Years of Triumph, p .  4-25.
^The Years o f  Triumph, p .  4-25.
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f a c t ,  th e  weakest p a r t  o f  th e  poem. They r e p r e s e n t  F ro s t  on
the  bandwagon, be ing  l e s s  p o e t  th a n  p e rfo rm e r .  The s t r e n g th
of th e  poem i s  i n  i t s  m uscular m id se c t io n ,  n o t  i n  i t s  ending,
where F r o s t ' s  dark  v i s i o n  of l i f e  c o l l i d e s  w ith  h i s  sense of
the  p a t i e n t  work needed to  su rv iv e  i n  t h a t  ru sh  o f  th in g s  to
w aste. What s e p a ra te s  th e  man chopping from th e  tram ps who
want h i s  " job"  i s  th e  whole n o t io n  o f " job"  i t s e l f .  What work
would p ro v id e  f o r  th e  tram ps i s  "pay"; what i t  does p ro v id e
fo r  F ro s t  i s  r e v e r i e :
The sun was warm b u t  th e  wind was c h i l l .
You know how i t  i s  w ith  an A p r i l  day
When th e  sun i s  out and th e  wind i s  s t i l l ,
Y ou 're  one month on i n  th e  m iddle  of May.
But i f  you so much as  dare  t o  speak,
A cloud  comes over th e  s u n l i t  a rc h ,
A wind comes o f f  a f ro z e n  peak ,
And y o u 'r e  two months back in  th e  m iddle of March.
A b lu e b i r d  comes t e n d e r ly  up to  a l i g h t  
And tu r n s  to  th e  wind to  u n r u f f l e  a plume,
His song so p i tc h e d  a s  no t  to  e x c i te  
A s in g le  f low er as y e t  t o  bloom.
I t  i s  snowing a f l a k e :  and he h a l f  knew
W inter was o n ly  p la y in g  possum.
Except i n  c o lo r  he i s n ' t  b lu e ,
But he w o u ld n 't  ad v ise  a th in g  to  b lossom .
The w a te r  f o r  which we may have to  look 
In  summertime w ith  a w itch in g  wand,
In  every  w h e e l r u t 's  now a brook,
In  every  p r i n t  o f  hoof a pond.
Be g lad  o f  w a te r ,  b u t  d o n ' t  f o r g e t  
The lu r k in g  f r o s t  i n  th e  e a r th  b e n ea th  
That w i l l  s t e a l  f o r t h  a f t e r  th e  sun i s  s e t  
And show on th e  w a te r  i t s  c r y s t a l  t e e t h .
That he can respond  i n  language to  th e  w orld  around 
him s e p a ra te s  F ro s t  from th e  s i l e n t  tram ps, who, l i k e  wood­
chucks, come "Out o f  th e  woods" and a re  "Men o f  th e  woods." 
Like B a p t i s t e ,  and a l l  th o se  i n  F r o s t ' s  p o e t r y  who can only
work, th e y  a re  sp e ec h le s s  and v i s i o n l e s s .  T h e ir  frame o f
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re fe re n c e  i s  s o l e ly  what th e y  can do; th ey  judge "by t h e i r  
a p p ro p r ia te  t o o l . "  They a re  on ly  h a l f  man, what Thoreau c a l l s  
"the animal man," who ap p ea r ,  i t  seems, s e a s o n a l ly ,  l i k e  th e  
e a r th  i n  i t s  v a r io u s  d i s g u i s e s ,  " in  mud t im e ."
F r o s t ' s  l a c k  of sympathy f o r  th e  common man i s  p a r t  
of a l a r g e r  i s s u e  i n  th e  poem. Indeed , th e  poem 's p o l i t i c s  
are  l im i t i n g ,  f o r  what we f i n d  in  "Two Tramps i n  Mud Time" i s  
a powerful sense  o f  darkness  more im p o rtan t  i n  i t s  im p l ic a t io n s  
than  i s  i t s  s o c i a l  sn o b b ish n ess . F r o s t ,  a s  we have seen , i s  
no b l in d  lo v e r  o f  n a tu r e .  N ature  i s  t h r e a t ,  something to  be 
subdued and c o n t r o l l e d ,  and what th e  tram ps r e p r e s e n t  i s  i n  a 
way n a tu re  i t s e l f ,  i l l i t e r a t e ,  a n im a l i s t i c  and t h r e a te n in g .
They w ish t o  have h i s  " jo b " ;  th ey  w i l l  deny him what he wants 
to  do. In  an e x i s t e n t i a l  way, th e y  w i l l  " k i l l "  him.
F ro s t  n ev e r  su g g e s ts ,  however, t h a t  th e  tram p s ' d e s i r e  
to  ta k e  i s  i n  anyway co n sc io u s .  As a l l  t h in g s  i n  n a tu re  do, 
they  sim ply wish to  s u rv iv e .  They have, i n  f a c t ,  no con­
sc io u sn ess  a t  a l l  b u t  dumbly and p e r s i s t e n t l y  pursue  t h e i r  
u t t e r l y  p r a c t i c a l  g o a ls .  F r o s t ,  a s  we have s t r e s s e d ,  w ishes 
to  su rv iv e  a s  w e l l ,  b u t  t h i s  s u r v iv a l  i s  d i s t in g u i s h e d  from 
t h a t  o f th e  tram ps by th e  deg ree  o f  awareness in v o lv ed . 
A r t i c u l a t e ,  th e  p o e t  has th e  c a p a c i ty  to  dream, to  f i n d  l e i s u r e  
in  l a b o r  i n  a way th e  tram ps, o r  o th e r  b l i n d  w orkers i n  F r o s t ,  
can no t.
What F ro s t  "sees"  w hile  chopping wood i s  a s  im p o rtan t  
as th e  f a c t  of v i s i o n  i t s e l f .  "The sun was warm b u t  th e  wind 
was c h i l l , "  he says and p la c e s  a rhythm ic emphasis on " b u t ."
He b reak s  th e  iam bic p a t t e r n  of th e  l i n e  to  fo rc e  u s  t o  s t r e s s
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the  c o n ju n c tio n .  His r e v e r i e  su g g e s ts  th e  d e c e p t iv e n e s s  of 
appearances— i t  seems l i k e  May "but i s  suddenly  " th e  middle 
of M arch." The b lu e b i r d  has come back too  soon, and "he 
w ouldn 't  a d v ise  a th in g  to  b lo ssom ."  The r e v e r i e  has meaning 
behind i t ,  i n  o th e r  words; i t  i s  n o t  pure  "p lay"  o r  m ind less  
daydream b u t  a way to  t r u t h ,  th e  k in d  of t r u t h  we f i n d  i n  th e  
poem "A Boundless Moment" i n  which th e  b e a u t i f u l  f lo w er  
"Parad ise-in -B loom " i s  i n  r e a l i t y  "A young b i r c h  c l in g in g  to  
l a s t  y e a r ' s  l e a v e s . "  The w a te r  t h a t  v a n ish es  i n  th e  h e a t  o f  
summer F r o s t  warns u s  n o t  to  ta k e  f o r  g ra n te d  i n  s p r in g .  "Be 
glad o f  w a te r ,"  o f  l i f e ,  t h a t  i s ,  b u t  do no t f o r g e t  " the  
lu rk in g  f r o s t "  t h a t  comes i n  th e  d a rk , " a f t e r  th e  sun i s  s e t , "  
t h a t  shows in  th e  morning " i t s  c r y s t a l  t e e t h . " The im p e ra t iv e s  
in  th e s e  l i n e s ,  th e  on ly  ones i n  th e  poem, sugg es t  F r o s t ' s  
urgency and s e r io u s n e s s  on t h i s  p o i n t ,  h i s  c o n v ic t io n  t h a t  
t e r r o r  lu r k s  beh in d  e x p e r ie n c e .
F r o s t ' s  b e l i e f  in  th e  power of da rkness  i s  L ion e l  
T r i l l i n g ' s  re a so n  f o r  c a l l i n g  him "a t e r r i f y i n g  p o e t , "  and 
fo r  t h i s  re a so n ,  T r i l l i n g  sa y s ,  " q u i te  as  American as  everyone 
th in k s ,  b u t  n o t  i n  th e  way everyone t h i n g s , F r o s t ' s  p la c e
^ M e lv i l l e 's  pow erfu l l i n e s  i n  "Commemorative o f  a 
Naval B a t t l e "  (from B a t t l e p i e c e s ) come to  mind h e re :  "The
sh a rk /  G lides  w h ite  th ro u g h  th e  phosphorus s e a ."  F ro s t  sh a re s  
w ith  M e lv i l le  a f e a r  of dep th s  and a p rob ing  o f  l i f e ' s  meaning. 
F ro s t ,  i n  f a c t ,  was a k in d  of Ishm ael, a q u e s t io n in g  o b se rv e r .  
"For Once, Then, Something" and "The W hiteness o f  th e  Whale" 
ch ap te r  i n  Moby Dick have many s i m i l a r i t i e s .
^L ionel T r i l l i n g ,  "A Speech on Robert F r o s t :  A
C u l tu ra l  Episode" i n  Cox, p .  156.
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i s  i n  th e  t r a d i t i o n  o f  M e lv i l le  and Hawthorne, and o f  Poe and 
Brown b e fo re  them. T h is  i s  th e  t r a d i t i o n  o f th e  i s o l a t e d  man 
who s t r u g g le s  n o t  so much w i th  th e  v i l l a i n s  o u ts id e  him i n  
s o c ie ty ,  th o se  tram ps who invade h i s  ga rden , as  w ith  th e  v o ic e s  
in s id e  him t h a t  w i l l  n o t  l e t  him r e s t .  These a re  th e  v o ic e s  
th a t  le a d  him to  see th e  newcomer a s  s i n i s t e r  and l i f e  as  
t h r e a t .  The e v i l ,  C la ra  Wieland r e a l i z e d ,  was n o t  i n  Carwin 
hu t i n  " th e  e r r o r s  o f  th e  s u f f e r e r s "  th em se lv es . The problem 
f o r  b o th  th e  e ld e r  Wieland and h i s  son was " in n e r  w e a th e r ,"  
as i t  was f o r  F r o s t ' s  own f a t h e r ,  h i s  son C a ro l ,  and h im s e l f .
F r o s t ' s  w orke rs ,  as  we have seen , a re  a lm ost always 
a lone , and th e  p o e t ' s  sense  o f  s o c i a l  in te rd ep en d en ce  i s  m inim al. 
Even i n  "The T u ft  of F low ers" i n  which one job does in v o lv e  
an o th e r ,  th e  two w orkers n e v e r  a c t u a l l y  meet and work p h y s i c a l ly  
s id e - b y - s id e .  T h e ir  " s p i r i t u a l "  m eeting  i s  a l s o  q u a l i f i e d ,  
fo r  th e  mower d id  n o t  le a v e  th e  f lo w ers  f o r  anyone e l s e ,  he 
l e f t  them ou t o f " sh e e r  morning g lad n e ss  a t  th e  b r im ."  They 
were l e f t ,  t h a t  i s ,  to  s a t i s f y  h i s  mood, j u s t  as th e  woodpile 
was l e f t  i n  th e  woods to  s a t i s f y  i t s  m ak e r 's  sense  o f  t a s k  and 
no one e l s e ' s .  Poems l i k e  "The P a s tu re "  and " P u t t in g  i n  th e  
Seed" show F ro s t  w anting  company b u t  n o n e th e le s s  n o t  w ith  
someone e l s e  a t  th e  t im e . Indeed , o f  a l l  h i s  work poems on ly  
"The Death o f th e  H ired  Man" shows two peo p le  a c t u a l l y  to g e th e r  
in  mind and body by th e  end, a l th o u g h  we must remember t h a t  
Mary and Warren a re  u n i te d  by a d e a th .
The v e ry  t o o l s  F r o s t  most adm ires sug ges t  such i s o l a t i o n .  
The ax , th e  s c y th e ,  and th e  pen  can be u sed  by on ly  one man 
a t  a t im e . The on ly  c o o p e ra t io n  needed i s  between th e  s e l f
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and th e  t o o l ,  no t  between man and mam, as  i s  needed a t  a 
g r in d s to n e ,  f o r  example, one worker mounted a t  th e  w heel, th e  
o ther  tu rn in g  i t .  The g r in d s to n e ,  i n  f a c t ,  i s  an o b je c t  of 
r i d i c u l e  i n  t h a t  poem about "a t u r n  too  much." F ro s t  laug hs  
a t  i t  out t h e r e  i n  th e  co ld  and w ishes he had had something 
e lse  t o  do t h a t  summer o f h i s  y o u th .  His t o o l s ,  i n  o th e r  
words, a re  n o t  p a r t  o f  c o l l e c t i v e  work, o f  th e  f a c t o r y  and 
union, b u t  o f  s o l i t a r y  l a b o r ,  o f th e  back  c o u n try  farm .
The ax, th e  s c y th e ,  and th e  pen  a re  more th a n  j u s t  
to o l s ,  of co u rse ;  th ey  a re  in s t ru m e n ts  of s u rv iv a l  f o r  F r o s t .  
Each i s  a " c u t t in g "  d e v ic e ,  a means of c l e a r in g  th e  lan dscape
and th e  language . T his  i s ,  as we know, th e  way F ro s t  under­
stood P u r i ta n ism  i t s e l f .  P u r i ta n ism  c u t  th ro u g h  o rn a te  
r e l i g io u s  p r a c t i c e s  and b rough t a renew al of meaning, a p u r i ­
f i c a t i o n  o f  words th em se lv es .  The la n d  i n  F r o s t ' s  p o e t r y ,  
l i k e  th e  w i ld e rn e s s  th e  f i r s t  s e t t l e r s  found, i s  t o  be  c le a r e d  
and owned; i t  i s  to  be "ours"  a s  he says  i n  "The G i f t  O u t r ig h t . "  
The woods a r e  t o  be d e fe a te d  b e fo re  th e y  d e fe a t  u s .  To th e  end, 
man f i g h t s  i t  ou t w ith  n a tu re  as F r o s t ' s v e ry  l a s t  poem su g g e s ts
In  w in te r  i n  th e  woods a lone  
A ga inst th e  t r e e s  I  go.
I  mark a maple f o r  my own 
And l a y  th e  maple low.
At fo u r  o 'c lo c k  I  sh o u ld e r  ax,
And i n  th e  a f te rg lo w  
I  l i n k  a l i n e  o f  shadowy t r a c k s  
A cross th e  t i n t e d  snow.
I  see  f o r  N ature  no d e fe a t  
In  one t r e e ' s  overthrow  
Or f o r  m yse lf  in  my r e t r e a t  
For y e t  an o th e r  blow.
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This i s  an o ld  m an 's  w in te r  day and a p i c t u r e  of th e  s in g le  
p e r s o n a l i ty  i n  an ev e r-d a rk e n in g  lan d sc a p e ,  ever  c lo s e r  to  
death . His work i s  done " a lo n e ,"  h u t  n e i t h e r  t h a t  work nor 
"Nature" dom inates him as  he makes h i s  " r e t r e a t "  hack home, 
makes, t h a t  i s ,  h i s  "momentary s ta y "  to  r e t u r n  to  h i s  work of 
c le a r in g  tomorrow, we im agine, ax i n  hand.
F ro s t  p u t s  a premium on dominance, i n  o th e r  words, and 
b e l ie v e s  i n  p o s s e s s io n  and tr ium ph . His American h e r i t a g e  i s  
"m anifest d e s t in y " ;  i t  i s  t a k in g ,  no t  g iv in g ,  h i s  m entor Teddy 
E oosevelt,  no t  F ra n k l in  Delano. His i s  n o t  th e  la n d  o f  L in co ln ,  
Whitman, and Sandburg, f o r  t h i s  i s  th e  America o f  myth and 
id e a l ,  and F r o s t ' s  fo cu s  i s  on th e  a c t u a l .  "We love  th e  th in g s  
we love f o r  what th e y  a r e , "  he says i n  "Hyla Brook," n o t  f o r  
what we can make them o r  f o r  what th e y  were. Indeed, p a r t  of 
F r o s t ' s  power as a p o e t  comes from t h i s  d e s i r e  to  " f ro n t"  
r e a l i t y  t h a t  he sh a re s  w ith  Thoreau. Even w ith  c h a r a c te r s  he 
l i k e s ,  such as th e  burdened sp eak e r  i n  "A S ervan t to  S e rv a n ts ,"  
he i s  nev er  s o f t .  He asks  us  to  judge h e r  as much as  to  p i t y  
h e r .  She i s ,  a f t e r  a l l ,  a b o re ,  an e n d le ss  t a l k e r  who la c k s  
t h a t  " w i l l  to  b e l ie v e "  F ro s t  found i n  h im se lf  th e  day he q u i t  
work a t  th e  A r l in g to n  M i l l .
There i s  l i t t l e  c o lo r  i n  F r o s t ' s  p o e t ry .  I t  i s  b la c k  
and w h i te .  There i s  no easy  sen tim en t i n  i t  e i t h e r ,  f o r  i t  
i s  n o t  th e  p o e t ry  of s im ple  America, of Hiawatha and N a tty  
Bumppo, a lth o u g h  i t  has been  to o  o f te n  co n s id e re d  as such.^
^ " D ire c t iv e "  would seem to  be an e x c e p tio n  h e re  as  EF 
gu ides us  back to  a tim e "made s im p le r  by th e  l o s s  o f  d e t a i l . "  
But " D i r e c t iv e ,"  as we have seen  i n  C hapter IV o f  t h i s  s tu dy ,
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In s te ad ,  M s  tendency  i s  t o  mock our se n t im e n ta l  i n c l i n a t i o n ,
our yearn in g  as  Americans f o r  what was and what might have
been. "The Road Rot Taken," f o r  example, i s  a ch id in g  of
man's p e rp e tu a l  r e g r e t  a t  no t  having done a p a r t i c u l a r  th in g
or gone a p a r t i c u l a r  way. Both ro ad s  i n  t h i s ,  F r o s t ' s  most
m isread poem, a re  i d e n t i c a l l y  worn and ch o ice  does n o t  make
" a l l  th e  d i f f e r e n c e . "  What co un ts  i s  "knowing what t o  do w ith
th in g s ,"  a s  F ro s t  says e lsew h ere . We must keep our eye on th e
a c tu a l ,  our a t t e n t i o n  on th e  p r e s e n t ,  and n o t  he always s ig h in g
fo r  th e  p a s t :
And b o th  t h a t  morning e q u a l ly  la y  
In  le a v e s  no s te p  had tro d d en  b la c k .
Oh, I  k ep t  th e  f i r s t  f o r  a n o th e r  day!
Yet knowing how way le a d s  on to  way,
I  doubted  i f  I  should  ev e r  come back .
I  s h a l l  be t e l l i n g  t h i s  w ith  a s ig h  
Somewhere ages and ages hence:
Two roads  d iv e rg e d  i n  a wood, and I —
I  too k  th e  one l e s s  t r a v e le d  by,
And t h a t  has  made a l l  th e  d i f f e r e n c e .
As th e  p o l i t i c a l  message of "Two Tramps i n  Mud Time" 
makes c l e a r ,  t h e r e  i s  no se n t im e n ta l  lo v e  f o r  th e  common 
working man i n  F ro s t  e i t h e r .  No "poet of l a b o r , "  as he was 
c a l le d  by a  R ussian  re v ie w e r ,  he i s  n o t  "p ro found ly  c iv ic "  and
i s  h a rd ly  "a spokesman o f  th e  dreams of th e  p r o g r e s s iv e ,
7
dem ocratic  segments o f  contem porary A m erica."  F r o s t ' s  concern
has no more n o s t a lg i c  y e a rn in g  to  i t  th a n  has Walden. Both 
a re  c a l l s  t o  v i s i o n ,  to  th e  f r o n t in g  o f  l i f e ,  no t  th e  escap ing  
of i t .  That b o th  works ask  u s  t o  cu t f r i v o lo u s  d e t a i l  from 
our l i v e s  does no t mean t h a t  th e y  w ish  us t o  run  away from 
r e a l i t y .  Indeed , " D ire c t iv e "  and Walden su g g es t  d e t a i l  i t s e l f  
h id es  d i r e c t  ex p e r ien c e  and c l u t t e r s  th e  language so e s s e n t i a l  
to  our knowing l i f e .
7
'Quoted by  Reeve, p .  70.
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f o r  th e  day l a b o r e r  was more as  a  s u b je c t  f o r  h i s  v e rs e  th a n  
as a c e l e b r a t i o n  o f democracy. " I  d i d n ' t  w r i t e  to  g e t  r i d  of 
th e  p o o r ,"  he s a id  i n  "P overty  and P o e t ry ,"  " I  need them in
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my b u s in e s s ."  As he t o l d  E l iz a b e th  Shepley S e rg ean t ,  " I ' d  
h e s i t a t e  t o  a b o l i s h  p o v e r ty  m y se lf .  Too much good has come 
of i t . " ^  Such s ta te m e n ts  a r e ,  and were, shocking and were 
meant to  b e .  As Chapter V o f  t h i s  s tu d y  s t r e s s e s ,  t h i s  k in d  
of remark was a sm oke-screen t h a t  E ro s t  h id  b e h in d .  His 
f e e l in g s  o f  g u i l t  were a p p a re n t ly  deep a t  hav ing  n o t  f u l f i l l e d  
h i s  m o th e r 's  d ic tum , "Be ye th e r e f o r e  p e r f e c t ,  even a s  your 
F a ther  i n  Heaven i s  p e r f e c t .  I n s te a d ,  F ro s t  was a s e l f i s h
p o e t ,  concerned p r im a r i l y  w ith  th e  work o f sav in g  h i s  own s o u l ,  
of s e l f - s u r v i v a l .
For t h i s  rea so n  w inning was an o b se ss io n  w ith  th e  p o e t  
throughout h i s  l i f e ,  from h i s  e a r l i e s t  boxing le s s o n s  t o  h i s  
e ld e r ly  s p a r r in g  w ith  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  l e a d e r s .  Winning i s  one 
of h i s  most American q u a l i t i e s  and a d i r e c t  r e s u l t  o f  h i s  
sense o f p e r s o n a l  i s o l a t i o n  and i n s e c u r i t y .  "God seems to  be 
something which wants u s  to  w in ,"  he once s a id ,  " In  t e n n i s .
Or p o e t ry .  Or m arr iag e .  Of c o u rse ,  somebody must l o s e . " " ^
The way we su rv iv e  on e a r th  i s  to  win; we "keep on top  of 
l a s t  y e a r ' s  l e a v e s . "  F r o s t  seemed to  b e l i e v e ,  a s  th e  P u r i t a n s
^The Years o f Triumph, p .  102.
^The T r i a l  by E x is te n c e , p . 21.
•^ The Years of Triumph, p. 697- 
~^The Early Years, p. 594-*
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did about work and su c c e ss ,  t h a t  t o  win i n  t h i s  w orld  sug ges ted
th a t  one was among th e  e l e c t ,  a s u rv iv o r  i n  th e  n e x t .  Nobody,
in c lu d in g  God, lo v es  th e  l o s e r .
Im p o r ta n tly ,  th e  a re a s  o f  "com pe ti t ion "  he m entions
here a l l  in v o lv e  a s o l i t a r y ,  "one-on-one" s i t u a t i o n .  In  t e n n i s
one man fa c e s  an o th e r  on th e  o p p o s i te  s id e  of th e  n e t .  In
p o e try  th e  w r i t e r  fa c e s  h im s e l f  and i n  m arriage  th e  husband,
h is  w ife— a t  l e a s t  i n  F r o s t ' s  d ram atic  view of t h in g s .  He
seems to  see each r e l a t i o n s h i p  we e n te r  i n t o  as  a power
s t ru g g le .  Even n a t io n s ,  as  he t o l d  P rem ier Khrushchev, must
be r i v a l s :  " 'W e 're  l a i d  out f o r  r i v a l r y  i n  s p o r t s ,  s c ie n c e ,
a r t ,  democracy. T h a t 's  th e  r e a l  t e s t ,  which dem ocracy 's  going
to  win. ■ —
Nowhere i s  t h i s  sense  of c o n f ro n ta t io n  between r i v a l s
b e t t e r  d ram atized  th a n  i n  th e  poem "The V an ish ing  Red," an
example f o r  Hayden C a rru th  o f  " the  b l a c k e s t ,  b i t t e r e s t  d e s p a i r
13in  th re e  hundred y e a rs  o f th e  New England t r a d i t i o n . " '  The
powerful p i c t u r e  of th e  tr ium ph  o f  one man over a n o th e r  makes
the  poem worthy of q u o ta t io n  i n  f u l l :
The Vanishing Red
He i s  sa id  to  have been  th e  l a s t  Red Man
i n  Acton. And th e  M i l le r  i s  s a id  to  have laughed—
I f  you l i k e  t o  c a l l  such a sound a laugh .
But he gave no one e l s e  a l a u g h e r 's  l i c e n s e .
For he tu rn e d  suddenly  grave a s  i f  to  say ,
"Whose b u s in e s s — i f  I  ta k e  i t  on m y se lf ,
Whose b u s in e s s —b u t  why t a l k  round th e  b a rn ? —
When i t ' s  j u s t  t h a t  I  ho ld  w ith  g e t t i n g  a th in g  done w i th ."
■^Quoted by Reeve, p .  112. 
■^C arru th , p . 34.
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You c a n ' t  g e t  back  and see  i t  as  be saw i t .
I t ' s  too  long  a s to r y  t o  go in to  now.
You'd have to  have been t h e r e  and l iv e d  i t .
Then you w o u ld n 't  have looked on i t  a s  g u s t  a  m a t te r  
Of who began i t  betw een th e  two r a c e s .
Some g u t t u r a l  exclam ation  o f  s u r p r i s e  
The Red Man gave i n  poking about th e  m i l l ,
Over th e  g r e a t  b ig  thumping, s h u f f l in g  m i l l s t o n e ,  
D isgus ted  th e  M i l le r  p h y s i c a l ly  as coming 
Prom one who had no r i g h t  t o  be h e a rd  from.
"Come, John ,"  he s a id ,  "you want t o  see th e  wheel p i t ? "
He took  him down below a cramping r a f t e r ,
And showed him, th roug h  a manhole i n  th e  f l o o r ,
The w a te r  in  d e s p e ra te  s t r a i t s  l i k e  f r a n t i c  f i s h ,
Salmon and s tu rg e o n , l a s h in g  w ith  t h e i r  t a i l s .
Then he shu t down th e  t r a p  door w i th  a r in g  i n  i t  
That gangled even above th e  g e n e ra l  n o i s e ,
And came u p s t a i r s  a lo n e — and gave t h a t  laugh ,
And s a id  something to  a man w ith  a meal sack 
That th e  man w ith  th e  meal sack d i d n ' t  c a tc h —th e n .
Oh, y e s ,  he showed John th e  wheel p i t  a l l  r i g h t .
This poem i s  s t r a i g h t  ou t o f  Poe whose p ro se  P r o s t ,
oddly enough, admired g r e a t l y . 1^ T h is  i s ,  i n  f a c t ,  "The Cask
of A m ontillado" r e s e t  i n  Hew England and w ith  th e  American theme
of w hite  man v e rs u s  r e d .  The v i c t o r y  h e re  i s  o f  man ove r n a tu r e ,
machine over i n s t i n c t .  The raw power of w a te r  has  been h a rn assed
by th e  m i l l  l i k e  f i s h  i n  a  tank  and th e  I n d i a n 's  g ru n t  r e p la c e d
P o e 's  T a le s  was f o u r th  on P r o s t ' s  l i s t  o f  h i s  t e n  
f a v o r i t e  books (See C hapter I I ,  n o te  4 6 ) .  That he l i s t e d  Poe 
gust a f t e r  Walden and w e ll  b e fo re  Em erson 's Essays and Poems 
i s  undoub ted ly  a c c id e n ta l .  P ro s t  d id  have, however, an  i n t e r e s t  
in  " th e  s u p e r n a tu r a l ,  th e  h o r r i f i c ,  and th e  p s e u d o s c ie n t i f ic ,"  
words he u sed  to  d e s c r ib e  Poe (The E a r ly  Y e a rs , p .  549). In  
a d d i t io n  to  "The Vanishing Red," poems l i k e  "The Witch o f  Coos" 
and "The D ra f t  Horse" su g g es t  a g o th ic  d im ension i n  P r o s t  t h a t  
has nev er  been c r i t i c a l l y  exp lo red . The "dark  woods" i n  P r o s t  
a re  o f t e n  a m etaphor f o r  th e  mind i t s e l f ,  much a s  th e  s t ra n g e  
rooms and b u i ld in g s  a re  i n  Poe.
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b r u t a l l y  by th e  w h ite  m an 's  lau g h . But t h e r e  i s  no easy 
n o s ta lg ia  f o r  th e  In d ian  i n  th e  poem, no romance f o r  th e  
underdog, th e  m in o r i ty .  Indeed , i f  F ro s t  s id e s  w ith  anyone 
in  "The V anish ing  R e d ," he seems to  s id e  w ith  th e  M i l le r  who 
must have had re a so n s  f o r  what he d id .  We "would have had 
to  have been t h e r e  and l iv e d  i t "  to  u n d e rs ta n d .  But we " c a n ' t  
ge t back to  see  i t  a s  he saw i t , "  and th e  s i t u a t i o n  a t  t h e .  
m il l  was more complex th a n  " j u s t  a m a t t e r /  Of who began i t  
between th e  two r a c e s . "  Not hav ing  been  t h e r e ,  however, a l l  
we can know i s  who won, who l o s t .  In  s h o r t ,  th e  focus  o f  th e  
poem i s  on th e  w inner and th e  f a c t  of w inning i t s e l f ,  n o t  on 
r a c i a l  i s s u e s ,  f o r  p e rhaps  a l l  we can know of any th in g  i s  who 
surv ived  and who d id  n o t .
Winning was c e n t r a l  as  w e ll  f o r  F r o s t  i n  h i s  f a v o r i t e
s p o r t ,  b a s e b a l l .  "Some b a s e b a l l  i s  th e  f a t e  o f  u s  a l l , "  he
once s a id .  "For my p a r t  I  am never  more a t  home i n  America
IBthan  a t  a b a s e b a l l  game." B a se b a ll  i s ,  o f  c o u rse ,  th e
" n a t io n a l  p a s t im e ,"  b u t  f o r  th e  p o e t  i s  no t  s p o r t  a t  a l l  b u t
a m o ra l i ty  p l a y  i n  which he se e s  a " f ig u re  o f j u s t i c e "  d i r e c t i n g
th e  men as th e y  work and p la y  to g e th e r ,  and alon'e, on th e  f i e l d :
I  saw th e  umpire as  a f i g u r e  o f  j u s t i c e ,  who stood  
f o r t h  a lo n e  . . .  I  was touched  by h i s  l o n e l in e s s  
and g lad  i t  was r e l i e v e d  a l i t t l e  by  h i s  b e in g  
f i v e  i n  number, f i v e  i n  one so to  speak , _e p lu r ib u s  
unum. I  have i t  from h ig h  up i n  th e  j u d i c i a r y  t h a t  
some j u s t i c e s  see  i n  him an example t o  p a t t e r n  
a f t e r .  . . . Let me c e l e b r a te  th e  um pire f o r  any 
in f lu e n c e  f o r  th e  b e t t e r  he may have on th e  Supreme 
C ourt.  The j u s t i c e s  s u f f e r  th e  same pred icam ents  
w ith  him. I  saw one b a t t e r  l i n g e r  p e r c e p t i b l y  to  
say som ething to  th e  um pire f o r  c a l l i n g  him out on
•^ S e le c te d  Rrose o f  R obert  F r o s t ,  p. 89.
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a t h i r d  s t r i k e .  I  d i d n ' t  h e a r  what th e  h a t t e r  s a id .  
One o f  th e  h a rd e s t  t h in g s  to  acc ep t  a s  j u s t  i s  a 
c a l l e d  t h i r d  s t r i k e .
The p o l i t i c a l  im p l ic a t io n s  o f  t h i s  a re  c l e a r .  F r o s t  
p u ts  h ig h e s t  v a lu e  on th e  c o u r t  of law . The Supreme C ourt,  
he b e l ie v e d ,  was th e  most im p o rtan t  body in  government, th e  
f i n a l  check and b a la n c e  f o r  a l l .  The r e l i g i o u s  im p l i c a t io n s ,  
too , a re  e v id e n t :  we w i l l  a l l  be judged i n  th e  end; th e  ques­
t io n  i s  w hether we may "Be found a c c e p ta b le  i n  H eaven 's  s i g h t . "  
With h i s  Emersonian eye, i n  o th e r  words, E ro s t  has  made what 
i s  p la y  to  most o f u s  i n to  som ething f a r  l a r g e r .  B a se b a l l  i s  
a l le g o ry .  I t  te a c h e s  us  judgment and law , th e  f a c t  o f  th e  
t h i r d  s t r i k e .  T his i s  th e  t r u t h  th e  b a t t e r  must acc ep t  b u t  
to  do so i s  t o  acknowledge h i s  f a i l u r e ,  h i s  l i m i t a t i o n s .  He 
d id  no t h i t  th e  b a l l ;  he d id  n o t  win.
As a game w ith  a m essage, b a s e b a l l  i s  l i k e  p o e t r y  
i t s e l f .  L ike th e  poem i t  i s  p la y  b u t  p l a y  always w ith  an 
" in n e r  s e r io u s n e s s ."  And to  p la y  w e l l  i n  b o th ,  to  w in, r e q u i r e s  
"prow ess," and "p row ess ,"  E ro s t  sa y s ,  "of cou rse  comes f i r s t ,  
the  a b i l i t y  to  perform  w ith  su c ce ss  i n  games, i n  th e  a r t s  and, 
come r i g h t  down to  i t ,  in  b a t t l e . "  A th le te s  a re  " the  n e a r e s t
of k in  t o  th e  a r t i s t s , "  and " a t h l e t i c s  a r e  c lo s e  to  th e  sou l
17of c u l t u r e .  At any r a t e  th e  Greeks thoug h t so ."  ' E r o s t ' s  
p o e t ry  i s  d i s t i n c t l y  American f o r  th e  same rea so n s  b a s e b a l l  
i s  th e  n a t i o n a l  s p o r t .  Both a re  in v o lv ed  w ith  men working
•^ S e l e c t e d  Prose  of Robert E r o s t , p.  89.
• ^ S e le c te d  P rose  of Robert E r o s t ,  p. 91.
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to g e th e r  as a team h u t ,  more e s p e c i a l l y ,  w ith  each m an 's  lo n e ­
l in e s s  as  he fa c e s  th e  p i t c h e r  and th e  i n e v i t a b l e  t h i r d  s t r i k e .  
The q u e s t io n  i n  poem and sp o r t  i s  w hether he w i l l  h i t  th e  h a l l  
and g e t  "home" o r  a t  l e a s t  to  a h a s e ,  t o  a p l a c e ,  t h a t  i s ,  of 
r e t r e a t  where he can p u t  h i s  fo o t  s o l i d l y  down and n o t  he 
tagged o u t .
We a re  a l l  tagged  out i n  th e  end, however. "D on 't
f o r g e t /  The lu r k in g  f r o s t "  t h a t  shows " i t s  c r y s t a l  t e e t h , "
the  poe t  rem inds u s .  How to  su rv iv e  i s  th e  q u e s t io n ;  how to
su rv ive , t h a t  i s ,  w i th  d i g n i t y  and s a n i ty .  S a n i ty  has heen ,
in  f a c t ,  th e  hackdrop o f t h i s  e n t i r e  s tu d y , f o r  f e a r  o f  h i s
own madness was F r o s t ' s  p e rp e tu a l  concern . In  th e  m ids t o f
breakdown and fam ily  t ra g e d y  t h a t  s t r e t c h e d  from h i s  f a t h e r ' s
e a r ly  d ea th  t o  th e  s u ic id e  of h i s  on ly  su rv iv in g  son, F ro s t
wanted to  know how to  m a in ta in  h im s e l f .  The poem we began
t h i s  c h a p te r  w ith  su g g e s ts  h i s  answer:
The tim e when most I  loved  my t a s k  
These two must make me love  i t  more
By coming w ith  what th e y  came to  ask .
You'd th in k  I  never  had f e l t  b e fo re
The w eight o f an ax-head  p o ise d  a l o f t ,
The g r ip  on e a r th  o f o u tsp re ad  f e e t ,
The l i f e  o f  m uscles ro c k in g  s o f t  
And smooth and m o is t  i n  v e rn a l  h e a t .
The answer i s  i n  th e  swinging o f  th e  ax , "po ised  a l o f t "  l i k e
a b a s e b a l l  b a t .  I t  i s  i n  th e  doing o f  th e  work w ith  ax o r
scythe  o r  pen , t h a t  " l i f e  o f  m uscles ro ck in g  s o f t "  l i k e  th e
iambs of th e  h e a r t  b e a t .  The answer i s  th e  poem he never
stopped w r i t in g .
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